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The first part of this dissertation is a musical composition for orchestra entitled Four 
Corners: Concerto for Marimba and Orchestra in 4 Movements.  This work is a tone poem, 
featuring marimba and orchestra that depicts American locales as presented by notable American 
authors.  I employed a neo-tonal compositional approach to portray these musical scenes.  The 
work attempts to evoke both the physical features of each place, as well as the author’s 
experience and mindset with each place.  The movements appear in this order: Maine Woods 
(Henry David Thoreau’s Retreat), Key West (Hemingway’s Home), Big Sur (John Steinbeck’s 
Backdrop), Mount Desolation (Jack Kerouac’s Quiet Place) 
The second part of this dissertation addresses the composer Carl Nielsen.  Nielsen is the most well-known Danish composer.  He is often grouped with other nationalistic composers, but this an arguable fact, and does not help reveal the primary themes of his oeuvre.  His pastoral upbringing, and his cultural outsider status lead to a very distinct compositional voice. His writing is often so distinct that traditional analysis is not the best tool for investigation. A better approach may include elements of his past, and personal life that contributed to his unique compositional approach.  An examination of his work, both tonal, motivic, and structural, reveals certain themes that are recurrent.  The currents that run through his music include: pastoralism, paradox as a creative ethos, and fatalism.  These themes are present in most of his works, and especially in his later symphonies.  I will explore his 4th, 5th, and 6th symphonies in search of evidence of these themes, and other clues to understanding these works.  The result of this study reveals a quixotic logic behind each of these works.  The use of progressive tonality and thematicism reveal a composer 
vi 
who used the genre of symphony to portray a dramatic trajectory of his themes that coheres for the listener once the background of Nielsen is understood. 
1  
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PROGRAM NOTES 
 This work is a series of tone poems, featuring marimba and orchestra that depicts 
American locales as presented by notable American authors.  I employed a neo-tonal 
compositional approach to portray these musical scenes.  The movements appear in this order: 
Movement I- Maine Woods (Henry David Thoreau’s Retreat) 
“The tops of mountains are among the unfinished parts of the globe, whither it is a slight insult to 
the gods to climb and pry into their secrets, and try their effect on our humanity. Only daring and 
insolent men, perchance, go there.” 
-The Maine Woods 
The first movement depicts the majesty of the mountains that Thoreau mentions in The Maine 
Woods.  Like the last movement, it presents an ascent and descent of a mountain. The 
introductory theme, stated in the clarinets, is simultaneously energetic and hopeful.  This initial 
introductory theme is the first material played by the marimba, before a bold first theme is stated.  
This bold theme is followed by a more subdued idea that captures the solace of a nature walk.  
This bucolic setting is continued at a slower pace, which then leads to tonal anxiety that reflects 
Thoreau’s quote “The incessant anxiety and strain of some is well-nigh incurable form of 
disease” (Thoreau, 1854)  A flute and marimba section reestablishes the sense of well-being.  
The mountaintop vista is then experienced, and considered in an introspective section.  The 
movement concludes with a reprisal of the introductory material, and a subsequent relaxation 





Movement II. Key West (Hemingway’s Home) 
“The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.” 
 -A Farewell to Arms 
This movement attempts to capture an imagined 24-hour period from Hemingway’s time in Key 
West.  The episode begins with an early morning scene, with the lapping ocean waves and 
sunshine rousing an anxious Hemingway.  The lapping figure in the cello is not free of all danger 
as the psyche of the writer is represented in lower voices that darken the opening.  An athletic 
melody appears in the marimba that is contradicted harmonically by the off-key accompaniment.  
The bitonality eventually abates, and the marimba plays a harmonically supported theme that 
represents the bravado of the writer in reaction to his anxiety.  A French horn and marimba duet 
present a heavily diatonic area that represents the temporary well being created by a few drinks.  
The movement devolves into careening melodic lines that eventually return to the lapping waters 
idea. 
Movement III. Big Sur (John Steinbeck’s Backdrop) 
“The redwoods, once seen, leave a mark or create a vision that stays with you always. No one 
has ever successfully painted or photographed a redwood tree. The feeling they produce is not 
transferable. From them comes silence and awe. It's not only their unbelievable stature, nor the 
color which seems to shift and vary under your eyes, no, they are not like any trees we know, 
they are ambassadors from another time.” 
-Travels with Charley: In Search of America 
The Big Sur movement is a musical journey beginning with a full throttle sprint along Highway 
One.  A transitional area projects danger and awe-inducing portrayal of the plunging cliff faces 
of Big Sur.  This segues into a less intimidating section, which evokes the natural beauty of the 
4 
waterfalls and towering redwoods.  The pastoral continues until a reprisal of the highway theme 
that reoccurs at a slower pace. 
Movement IV. Mount Desolation (Jack Kerouac’s Quiet Place) 
“When I get to the top of Desolation Peak and everybody leaves on mules and I’m alone I will 
come face to face with God or Tathagata and find once and for all what is the meaning of all this 
existence and suffering and going to and fro in vain, but instead I’d come face to face with 
myself” 
-Desolation Angels 
The beginning of the final movement portrays the sight of Mount Desolation in the 
distance, and Kerouac’s hope of finding inner peace on its peak.  Racing figures represent the 
clear mountain streams that empty into Ross Lake at the base of Mt. Desolation.  The next scene 
captures the prospect of danger inherent in the difficult ascent of this mountain.  This danger is 
coupled with Kerouac’s inner turmoil that is temporarily abated by the arrival at the ranger 
station.  Kerouac went to the station for a vision, and the music invokes this aspirational goal.  
However, the author emotionally crumbles after a short stay at the ranger station.  At this point, 
the music portrays this meltdown.  The ending of the movement represents the hopelessness that 
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CARL NIELSEN: AN ANALYSIS OF HIS LATE SYMPHONIES:    
(SYMPHONY 4-6) 
 CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Carl Nielsen’s humble beginnings give insight into his body of work and his complicated 
relationship with art music in his native Denmark (Grimley, 2010).  Nielsen’s transition from 
folk musician, as a child, to revered composer in his later career, parallels the growing national 
appreciation for concert music in Denmark (Fanning D. , Nielsen Symphony No. 5, 1997).  In 
this way there seems to exist a complimentary trajectory of the rise of Nielsen as an individual 
composer and Danish concert music as a whole.  As well as Nielsen was regarded in the Danish 
public; by the later stages of his life the composer privately struggled with health issues and the 
disintegration of personal/work relationships.  The difficulty Nielsen experienced with these 
seem to manifest as a certain fatalism in his later works.   
Nielsen’s upbringing on the island of Funen is described in his memoirs as idyllic 
(Eskildsen, 1999).  The common trope of pastoral music that is used by many composers is by no 
means artificial with Nielsen as his early childhood memories of the simple country life seems 
ever-present in his oeuvre.  The rural lifestyle of this particular Danish island resulted in 
residents that “utterly lack the capacity to take themselves too seriously” (Grimley, 2010).  This 
inability to be overly self-serious grounds Nielsen’s music firmly in the earthiness of the Funen 
people, and would figure into works such as his Sixth Symphony (The Humoreske second 
movement features a dark sense of humor which is a mix of this earthiness and the fatalism). 
An important factor in Carl’s development was a musical society named Braga.  Nielsen, 
his brother Albert, and their father (Niels) all participated in this group (Eskildsen, 1999).  This 
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amateur orchestra, consisting of the Nielsens and Funen neighbors, is where Carl made his 
classical debut on triangle.  This group was particularly influential because they played folk 
music alongside classical repertoire.  This confluence of the rural and sophisticated worlds is a 
theme that would dominate much of Carl’s body of work.  An example of these worlds colliding 
is in the Fifth symphony when fugal sections are abandoned for simpler, folk-like settings.  The 
firmly rooted connection to music of his rural childhood is the basis for many of the “Nielsen as 
a nationalist” argument.  Nielsen was curious about any new music he was exposed to, and found 
novel ways to express his inspiration such as a time when he arranged different lengths of 
firewood to form a quasi-keyboard (Eskildsen, 1999).  This ingenuity with found material is part 
of his organic approach as a mature composer. 
 While Nielsen suffered some setbacks in regards to international acceptance, he enjoyed 
some measure of prestige in Denmark.  His steady employment was as second violinist in the 
Royal Theater Orchestra (Eskildsen, 1999).  Nielsen was hired in 1904 to replace Royal Theater 
conductor Johan Svendsen, due to the latter’s illness, and continued until the next season (Ben 
Arnold, 1995).  Nielsen was abruptly returned to the violin section after this conducting post was 
taken away from him in the spring of 1905.  Nielsen tendered his resignation, because he 
perceived this move to be an insult in regards to his conducting abilities.  This is the first 
instance of difficulty in his profession, which would contribute to a sense of fatalism in his later 
works.  However, Nielsen would be validated in 1908 when, after a successful return as guest 
conductor for his opera Masquerade, he was appointed as the permanent conductor of the Royal 
Theatre.  Masquerade is a brilliant display of Danish culture as it adapted the great Danish writer 
Jacob Holberg (1684-1754). Despite some design flaws, in Nielsen’s mind, the opera improved 
Nielsen’s standing in the Danish public’s perspective, and his professional stature.  This 
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fortuitous series of events acted as a springboard for Nielsen in his attempt to disseminate his 
music abroad. While Nielsen’s professional life progressed quite well at this time, he 
encountered difficulty in his relationship with Anne Marie.  At this time of their marriage his 
wife realized that Nielsen was not being faithful to her, and this resulted in a separation in 1919.  
Right before the chaos of the separation proceeding, Nielsen suffered another professional 
setback as the Chapel Royal Orchestra wanted to put an assistant conductor on the same pay 
scale as Carl.  This upset Nielsen because the assistant conductor had less experience, and 
Nielsen apparently learned about the change through media outlets rather than a personal 
meeting with management.  Nielsen did not speak at length about these setbacks, but the result 
seems to be a formation of an artistic ethos that treated failure as a topic.  Fortunately, Nielsen 
did not suffer a lengthy break from the Danish cultural arena as he was appointed the director of 
the Copenhagen Music Society (CMS) the same year (1915) as his resignation from the Royal 
Theatre.  During this transition in both his personal and professional life, Nielsen penned his 
most enduring composition: op. 29, Symphony 4 “The Inextinguishable”.  This work was 
programmed for his first season as director of the CMS, and the impetus for the piece is summed 
up by Nielsen when he stated “music is life, and inextinguishable like it.”  Some scholars point 
to world events (specifically World War I) as the primary motive for Nielsen’s unabashed 
affirmation of life that is present in the 4th symphony (Simpson, 1979)1.  Nielsen is less 
transparent about this potential extra musical influence, but there seem to be hints throughout 
(e.g. prominent snare drum cadenza and machine gun like motive in the strings). 
 Nielsen continued to raise his international profile with a conducting position in 
Gothenburg, Sweden (Eskildsen, 1999).  Nielsen continued to keep in contact with Anne-Marie                                                         1 Robert Simpson (1921-1997) was an English composer and longtime BBC producer.  His book about Nielsen was seminal in exposing the composer to audiences beyond Denmark. 
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during their separation, and made attempts to reconcile. Nielsen’s work at this time occasionally 
reflected the current events in Denmark, such as his incidental music for op. 48 The Mother.  
This work, written in 1920, commemorates the reclamation of the southern portion of Denmark, 
which was under German occupation during World War I (Ben Arnold, 1995).  During this time 
Nielsen also was commissioned by the Danish Choral Association to write a work about Danish 
culture which was entitled Springtime in Funen (Eskildsen, 1999).  This piece can be considered 
a musical memoir of Nielsen’s youth on the Danish island of Funen.  This monumental work, 
incorporating over 1000 performers for the 1922 premiere, was well received.  Nielsen suffered a 
heart attack after this success, which temporarily prevented him from composing.  His estranged 
wife Anne Marie returned to his side during this turbulent period, which eventually led to their 
reconciliation by the beginning of 1923 (Eskildsen, 1999).  His health gradually improved and he 
began work on his 5th symphony. The Danish Music Society premièred the Fifth in 1922, and the 
reaction was mixed (Fanning D. , Nielsen Symphony No. 5, 1997).  Nielsen was noted for 
writing a highly original work, but it confused the public more than it delighted them. This return 
to his craft was not an entirely happy era for Nielsen who expressed disappointment in a number 
of his works not being published, and the cultural hiatus in Germany after World War I (Ben 
Arnold, 1995).  While Nielsen vented frustration with this part of his career, he was heralded as a 
cultural icon in his native country.  For instance, his sixtieth birthday, June 9th 1925, was 
celebrated with all the pomp and circumstance of a head of state.  The capital Copenhagen paid 
tribute to the composer with a day full of pageantry, which culminated with a concert in Tivoli 
Gardens (Eskildsen, 1999).  All of this adulation must have made Nielsen reconsider his place in 
the art music world, but he continued to struggle with the perception of his work, and even 
questioned his career path.  He wrote in the Danish newspaper Politiken in 1925 “If I could live 
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my life again, I would chase any thoughts of Art out of my head and be apprenticed to a 
merchant or pursue some other useful trade the results of which could be visible in the end” 
(Simpson, 1979). These works allow insight into his artistic ethos, and by this extension, his own 
compositional approach. 
 In 1924, before the fervor of his birthday year, Nielsen started work on his Sixth 
Symphony.  Nielsen did not entirely understand his own compositional approach as he worked 
on it.  He stated to a friend “As far as I can see, it will on the whole be different from my other 
symphonies” (Simpson, 1979).  In an apparent ironic gesture, Nielsen subtitled the symphony 
Sinfonia Semplice, as the work is difficult to play and to understand.  The reception of this work 
was lukewarm, which partially accounts for the fact that it is the least performed of his 
symphonies (Simpson, 1979).    
 The themes of pastoralism, paradox, and fatalism are evident in many of Nielsen’s works 
(especially his later symphonies).  The next section explores the validity of Nielsen as a 
nationalist composer. 
Nielsen as a Nationalist? 
 Nielsen is often described as the preeminent Danish nationalist composer, but the actual 
proof of this claim is often dubious.  Grimley writes “the idea of Nielsen as a ‘Danish Composer’ 
is a highly contested category, one which serves to promote and to marginalize his music” 
(Grimley, 2010).  The fact that Nielsen’s songs, in particular, became well-known in his native 
land does not, as many have assumed, mean that there is anything particularly “Danish” about 
them.  Of course they are in his native tongue, often written by the revered poets of Denmark, 
and they are woven into the cultural fabric through their wide dissemination, but the normal 
hallmarks of nationalism (e.g. use of folk song) are not present.  Nielsen also is characterized as 
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nationalist because his career arc runs concurrent with a burgeoning Danish concert tradition that 
demanded a figurehead.  Otto Mortensen wrote that “With Carl Nielsen we had the beginnings of 
an independent Danish musical culture.  For too long we have made do with a ready-made 
Germanicised musical life which, when it came to it, does not suit us” (Mortensen, 1954).  So, 
Nielsen did play a pivotal role in helping to establish a unique Danish tradition, but the question 
remains of to what extent his compositional approach aligns with any certain national attributes.  
To understand how Nielsen may fit into the nationalist composer category, an inspection of the 
term is necessary.  Carl Engel wrote that nationalistic music is often characterized by the use of 
indigenous scales, melodies, harmonies, and rhythms (Engel, 1875).  Scholars like Barbara 
Tischler, further refine the definition by differentiating between patriotic music and nationalistic 
music (Tischler, 1986).  These scholars state that patriotic music is in support of a cultural 
identity, but does not necessarily contain the essential DNA of a people.  Nielsen did not have an 
affinity for this latter type of patriotic expression, which he bluntly identified as “spiritual 
syphilis”  (Fanning D. , Nielsen Symphony No. 5, 1997). 
 Carl Dalhaus describes the rise of nationalism as a byproduct of the unification of 
Germanic states and Italian city-states in each case (Dahlhaus, 1979).  The effort to bring a 
variety of geographical areas together had the effect of galvanizing the commonalities that bound 
them together.  Dalhaus also discusses the element of perception, and how this can often serve as 
a justification for the nationalistic label, stating that the actual music material does not determine 
this.  This may be partly true with Nielsen, who was labeled a nationalist because of the Danish 
public perception.  Dalhaus maintains that this perception of a work as nationalistic is the criteria 
for a successful venture as a composer.  Of course, for this to be achieved a composer must have 
set the goal of writing this type of work in the first place (Nielsen never claimed to do this).  So, 
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the issue with Dalhaus’s definition of nationalism applied to Nielsen’s work is that it is too 
narrow.  To understand the subtler, more innate element of Nielsen’s music, the circumstances of 
his nation must be examined.  
 The current borders of Denmark were mostly in place by the Congress of Vienna (1815) 
(Tellier, 2009).  Mandatory public school started a year before, 1814, and ushered in a golden 
age of Danish culture (Tellier, 2009).  Notable contributors to this era include the writer Hans 
Christian Andersen (1805-1875), philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), and sculptor 
Bertel Thorvaldsen (1770-1834).  1848 was a year of upheaval in Europe, and as a result 
Denmark formed a constitutional monarchy in 1849 (Arter, 2006).  King Frederick VII navigated 
this transition smoothly by satisfying the demands for representation in a body politic.  More 
instability ensued in 1864 in the Second Schleswig War (1864), which Denmark lost to Austria 
and Prussia (Arter, 2006).  Denmark ceded southern tracts of land in this defeat, and this loss 
marked a change in trajectory for the country from an emerging power on the world stage to a 
more insular regional power.   
 The Denmark that Nielsen was born into was in the early stages of industrialization.  The 
first railroads in Denmark were constructed in the 1850’s (Tellier, 2009).  The second half of the 
19th century also featured an extensive migration from the countryside to the city (Arter, 2006).  
Nielsen is a perfect example of this trend, as his music study transported him from his bucolic 
Funen home to the cosmopolitan Copenhagen.  The time of Carl’s studies was what Danish 
writer Jorgen Jensen describes as an “extroverted, realistic time” in the Danish artistic world, in 
which the “so-called spiritual breakthrough occurred in a number of artists in Denmark, during 
which in the name of free art, poets, painters, and thinkers turned inward to listen to their own 
assumptions and to discover new spiritual depths” (Jensen, 1991).  This description is accurate in 
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regards to the genesis of Nielsen’s compositional voice around this same era.  In some ways 
Nielsen was forced to find his own voice since there were no established Danish composers of 
international repute at this time.  Jensen also mentions the artistic movement of symbolism that 
was also prevalent in Denmark at the end of the 19th century (Ben Arnold, 1995).  This artistic 
movement features a highly subjective approach that is also “searching, synthesizing, and non-
analytic” (Ben Arnold, 1995).  This approach appealed to an introspective composer like 
Nielsen.  Other contemporary Danish artists such as poet Sophus Claussen (1865-1931) and 
visual artist J.F. Willumsen (1863-1958) were representatives of this new school of symbolism 
(Grimley, 2010).  These artists spoke of a need for new directions in the arts, and Nielsen 
responded in his medium.  Nielsen achieved this unique path through a variety of techniques 
including progressive tonality, progressive thematicism, and novel treatment of traditional forms.  
The formation of this artistic niche led to a small circle of admirers, many of them from the same 
milieu, for Nielsen’s early work.  Johannes Jorgensen (1866-1956) writes of Nielsen’s 
expression of symbolism of sounds from a different era, church modes, juxtaposed with early 
20th century harmony (Jorgensen, 1905).  The First World War created upheaval and anxiety in 
Denmark even though it remained neutral.  Nielsen felt that the war also erased any forward 
momentum in the arts (Fanning D. , Nielsen Symphony No. 5, 1997).  His great affirmation of 
life in this dark period was his 4th symphony.  Denmark experienced a proud moment in 1920 
when Northern Schleswig territory was returned to Denmark (Arter, 2006).  Nielsen 
commemorated this occasion with a commissioned work entitled Moderen (The Mother).  By 
this time Nielsen was perceived as the preeminent voice of Danish music.  His musical character 
aligns with many of the attributes of Kierkagaard.  Kierkagaard is well known for his 
contributions to existentialism, a philosophy that focuses on subjective experience of an absurd 
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world (Swenson, 2000).  The typical reaction to this absurdity for the Danes is a droll and/or 
sarcastic sense of humor that highlights the ridiculous nature of things.  In Danish culture, 
especially exemplified by Nielsen, another byproduct of existentialism is a lack of self-
seriousness.  Nielsen grappled with career and personal issues throughout his life, but his 
approach to composition often featured this lack of airs.  Another element from Kierkegaard’s 
philosophical approach that manifested in Nielsen’s work became known as Christian 
existentialism: an abundance of paradox all throughout life (Swenson, 2000).  This manifests in 
Nielsen’s work in a number of ways including: classical forms treated in atypical fashion and 
mixtures of tonal languages.  This particular branch of existentialism encourages practitioners to 
engage Christ’s message in their daily life to find their personal truth.  This aligns with the 
Danish movement that encouraged artists to follow their inner compass.  Kierkegaard, like 
Nielsen, resisted the conformity of institutions.  For instance, Kierkegaard rejected the idea of a 
state religion (Swenson, 2000).  Nielsen’s departures from convention typically involve new 
wrinkles of Austro-German symphonic tradition that exerted considerable influence on 
Denmark.  One wrinkle involves his use of “progressive tonality” (Ben Arnold, 1995).  This term 
is used for a work that does not return to the initial key.  This open-ended form is a product of 
Kierkegaard’s self-described individual pursuit of truth. 
 Other hallmarks of nationalism in classical music include use of folk tunes, specialty 
instruments or the imitation of these instruments, use of indigenous dance rhythms, melodies that 
mimic the native tongue in cadence, and musical portrayals of the national landscape (Engel, 
1875).  Nielsen never quoted Danish folk tunes, but instead created melodies that were mistaken 
as such.  Nielsen commented on the difficulty of mastering the simplicity of a tune that would 
appeal to many when he said “The primeval is the most difficult, and the state of mind I am 
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talking about here is a gift unobtainable for many” (Reynolds, 2010).  He goes further “One of 
the secrets behind these seductive and undemanding melodies is that they never claim a 
prominent role but constantly, as if with loving care, embellish the poems while subordinating 
themselves to them” (Reynolds, 2010).  This approach required a compositional restraint that 
Nielsen displayed throughout the publication: A Score of Danish Songs.  The mass appeal and 
long shelf life of this work and other folk material speak to Nielsen’s success with this exercise 
of compositional restraint.  Denmark does not feature a wealth of unique traditional instruments.  
This is due in part to musician unions that were active in the 17th and 18th centuries.  These 
musicians, known as stadsmusikant, would maintain territories where only they could play for 
money (Denmark-Culture-Music, 2011).  This guild of musicians discouraged the use of folk 
instruments such as drums, bagpipes, and hurdy gurdies (Koudal, 2000).  Their instrument of 
choice was the fiddle.  Even though Nielsen’s father was not a stadsmusikant, the prevalence of 
fiddle in Denmark may explain Carl’s disposition for the instrument.  Pol, a Polish dance, is 
assumed to be the primary dance form, along with the minuet, in the late 17th century (Koudal, 
2000).  In notated examples of this form there are two parts: a slow march and a fast ¾ section.  
The faster part is often left unwritten, as the musician would improvise this section.  This age old 
tradition may be on display in one of Niels’s (Carl’s father) extant compositions, the Hojby Rifle 
March.  The 19th century saw the rise of the waltz and the mid-19th century featured the polka 
and mazurka.  This dance tradition is the one that Niels was born into, and the one he passed 
onto Carl. 
Nationalism Through the Prism of Linguistics 
 The Danish language is a North Germanic language that is a product of Old Norse.  The 
language became an important part of national identity starting in the 18th century.  This focus on 
 91  
the native language was an effort to reestablish national pride after the loss of territory to Sweden 
and Germany.  Studies have shown the melodies of certain countries tend to exhibit some 
characteristics of the native language including: pitch range, rhythmic shape, and pitch accent.2  
The Danish language typically features a narrow pitch range, a vowel rich alphabet that is often 
hard to decipher, and an oftentimes, has a guttural delivery.  These broad parameters are difficult 
to apply directly to Nielsen’s music, but there are examples of the narrow pitch range in his folk 
music.  Another related feature is the portrayal of national landscape.  The Danish countryside 
typically consists of rolling hills.  This would express itself in gently sloping melodic ideas.  This 
is also featured throughout Nielsen’s works.  The difficulty is proving the causality of these 
musical features as a sole result of Nielsen’s geographic surroundings.  Famous examples of this 
feature include the wide open spaces, created by perfect intervals, of Aaron Copland, and Ma 
Vlast of Bedrich Smetna.  Other authors like Michael Fjeldsoe and Jens Boeg point to more 
specific folk tropes that appear in Nielsen’s music such as: the rising fourth pickup note, 
oscillating minor third motive, grace note pastoral themes (Symphony 3, Finale) and the 
prevalence of the flatted seventh scale degree (Fanning, Carl Nielsen Studies, 2012).  They 
compare Nielsen with English nationalist composers that also displayed these common folk 
elements.  Daniel Grimley does suggest that the purity of Danish provincialism in Nielsen’s 
music is not wholesale as the exposure to Austro-German music in his Braga rehearsals 
exercised some influence on his work.  Grimley goes on to state that Nielsen’s “modernism, his 
‘edginess’ is therefore intimately bound up with his Danishness.”  So Grimley purports that there 
is an inherent local color to Nielsen’s work (pastoralism), but it is only one half of the equation.  
The other half is a composer engaging with the rapidly changing art music of the twentieth                                                         2 Patel, Aniruddh D.- The Relationship of Music to the Melody of Speech and to Syntactic Processing Disorders in Aphasia. 
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century.  Grimley presents a “double man” description that was first used to describe the paradox 
of composer Edward Elgar (Grimley, 2010).  Grimley argues that it is this very dualistic idea that 
makes Nielsen a candidate for nationalism.  “His edginess is properly a playful transgression, a 
non-conformism that is energizing and uplifting.  And here, perhaps lies the essence of his 
Danishness “in its combination of the passive Jantelov (the bystander) and the dynamic split 
personality, whether real or imagined.”  This quote touches on a subject that seems to inform the 
arc of Nielsen’s career and also contributes to his ethos as a composer the law of Jante.  This law 
was introduced in 1933 by Dano-Norwegian author Aksel Sandemose3.  It describes a group 
mentality, common in Scandinavian communities, that discourages individual achievement in 
favor of social equity.  Sandemose outlines ten rules that elaborate on this basic precept, and 
Nielsen seems to have absorbed most of these statutes.  One example is Nielsen’s dislike of 
critical analysis of his works, which may be related to the tenth rule: “You’re not to think you 
can teach us anything.” 
Nielsen’s Compositional Approach 
 Another aid to understanding Nielsen’s output is to assess his compositional approach. 
Hallmarks of his work include growth and unity, which present the idea that all developments 
have some basis in the original seed.  There seems to be an evolutionary process that is followed 
by Nielsen, and when this is done successfully an internal sense of musical logic occurs. The 
general idea of an intuitive compositional approach works better in discussing Nielsen instead of 
an overly formalistic approach.  Nielsen seems to support this approach when he wrote “I cannot 
change my working method or try to think about what I am doing or clearly consider which 
modulations or harmonies I should use.  I cannot do without the rushing of tone-currents that                                                         3 Aksel Sandemose (1899-1965) was a Danish-Norwegian writer.  He was a finalist for the Nobel Prize in literature in 1963, and is well known for his idea of the Law of Jante. 
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carry me and that, at most, I can control only now and then” (Nielsen & Fellow, Carl Nielsen 
brevudgaven, 2006).  This description of Nielsen’s compositional process does not focus 
exclusively on a germinal idea, but does communicate the instinctual compositional drive at the 
heart of Nielsen’s work.  Nielsen perceived his musical ideas to sometimes be a gift from an 
anonymous entity, which he either develops himself or just follows in what he describes as an 
inevitable path.  Nielsen wrote about one of his national songs that “It is strange how it has gone 
with these melodies.  It is as though it isn’t I who makes them; but they come just like small 
animals or birds into my room and ask me to come along”  (Nielsen & Fellow, Carl Nielsen 
brevudgaven, 2006). Nielsen mentions the inevitability of some of his ideas in the quote, “like a 
river, whose goal is already present in itself as a small stream.”  This statement implies a sense of 
music predetermination. The idea of growth and unity seem to be present in all manner of work 
for Nielsen.  In response to the Danish public’s difficulty with reconciling his popular national 
songs and quixotic large-scale works he wrote “I feel that precisely the same principles, the same 
musicality, are required to produce a unified composition, whether large or small (Reynolds, 
2010). The elements of intuitive principles are evident in Nielsen’s scores.  David Fanning 
comments that “Nielsen made very few sketches and generally composed straight into a pencil-
draft score.”  This statement presents two possibilities in regards to Nielsen’s approach: either 
Nielsen presented more or less fully formed ideas or Nielsen believed in his artistic muse enough 
to trust that the next idea would be the right one.   The latter theory would correspond with 
Aaron Copland’s assessment of a composer’s task, which simply involves “finding the next right 
note” (Copland, 2011).  An excerpt of a letter from Nielsen to his wife in which he states about 
his Fifth Symphony that he made a fair copy of the first movement, but stopped with the rest of 
the composition and was afraid his creative gifts were eluding him, may support the former 
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interpretation of his compositional approach.  This statement implies that Nielsen would not 
force his creative process, but instead viewed his ideas as a gift.  In reality, the truth seems to lie 
halfway between these polarities.  For instance, despite his seeming reluctance to work without 
inspiration, Nielsen mentions working from 10 o’clock in the morning to 5 o’clock the next 
morning to finish the Fifth symphony.  Nielsen does not mention if he was suddenly inspired at 
this point of the Fifth Symphony composition, but does mention in a letter “that it was the most 
difficult task he had yet given himself.”  Once again the dichotomy of muse versus an internal 
struggle with a personal goal persists.  Mina Miller relates the frustrating errand in determining 
Nielsen’s approach by writing “a study of Nielsen’s compositional procedures is made difficult 
by the limited and inconclusive nature of available primary sources.  On the whole, Nielsen’s 
descriptions of his compositional method are vague and contradictory.”  A majority of his 
composition took place at the piano.   
Note about Analysis Terms/Rehearsal Number References 
 I will utilize the language of both tonal and post tonal theory.  This will include the 
mixture of tonal centers that also feature pitch cells described in numerical terms (for ex. A, Bb, 
B will be described as 012 pitch class, since they form a series of semitones).  I occasionally 
refer to rehearsal numbers in a shorthand that states the rehearsal number and then a negative 
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CHAPTER 2 
ANALYSIS FOURTH SYMPHONY 
 Nielsen’s use of tension as a narrative force is infused in all of his works, and particularly 
so in the case of his final three symphonies (4-6).  His autograph scores speak to the dynamic 
process of his composition, due to the “working out” on display that is not often present in other 
composer’s autograph scores.  These elements are especially evident in Nielsen’s Fourth 
Symphony.  
 The Fourth Symphony followed the G minor Violin Sonata FS 64, a work characterized 
by a dialectical struggle that seems to foreshadow the conflict of the “Inextinguishable” 
Symphony.  An important concurrent work to the 4th is the collaboration with Thomas Laub on 
Danish poetry.  This companion piece seems to suggest some cross-pollination of Danish themes 
with the large-scale symphony.  Another potential influence on this work is the start of World 
War I, which coincides, with the advent of the 4th Symphony.  While these events may exercise 
some influence, at no time is there “any trace of pedantry or slavishness to a programme”  
(Simpson, 1979). The guiding force is more of a subtle triptych of energetic formation.  The 
forward motion is unbroken through the work due to the linking of movements.  The contentious 
energy corresponding to the inextinguishable life force that the symphony is named for is 
suggested in the first measure when woodwind figures based in a D modality struggle tonally 
with string figures in C major.  This harmonic disagreement is further disturbed by a falling 
tritone figure (m.2), in the woodwinds, reinforced by the timpani, which presages the titanic 
harmonic struggle in store. The burst of energy that announces the beginning of the movement is 
eventually spent, and this exhaustion makes way for a pastoral theme that “suggests calm and 
order” (Simpson, 1979).  Elements of Danish folksiness in this second theme (starting at the 
anacrusis to m.51) include harmonized thirds, grace notes, and a gently sloping contour that 
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evoke the gentle rolling hills of the Danish countryside.  Extramusical effects could be 
interpreted in how the violas hammer away at repeated pitches.  This could signal the gunfire of 
the battlefield or the more industrialized Denmark at the beginning of the 20th century.  
Additionally, this repeated note (Eb) if respelled as D #, can be construed as a leading tone to the 
as of yet unrevealed home key of E major.  As this note is repeated the pressure of non-
resolution grows.  After this machine-like repetition of the Eb, there is a brief preview of the E 
major tonality at m.97.  E major does seem to represent the destination key so the repeated leap 
to Eb in the opening (mm.2-4) and repeated hammering viola figures could be construed as a 
promissory note4.  This short episode is a martial treatment of the second theme.  This treatment 
evokes both the current events of the era in which it is written, and Nielsen’s own biography 
when he played bugle in the Odense battalion.  At this point “it is felt merely as the dominant of 
A” (Simpson, 1979).  In other words it is disguised at this point, and only becomes significant in 
hindsight.  This gradual reveal of E major as the home key could qualify as an example of a 
destination that is clear in the composer’s mind, but is only slowly revealed as the piece unfolds.  
This sense of inevitability with the logical development of musical ideas calls to mind Nielsen’s 
quotes about musical predestination.  This fact is often only realized in hindsight. The 
development section of the first movement (m.143) begins with a reference to the military topic.  
This consists of a soft rhythm drummed by the timpani.  The collision of ideas typically featured 
in a development section are augmented by the militaristic elements. The machine gun viola 
figure returns (m.169), and is now answered in other string voices in ever ascending intervals.  
                                                        4 This idea of a promissory note is explored in works such as Edward T. Cone’s “Schubert’s Promissory Note” and Murray Dineen’s “The Tonal Problem as a Method of Analysis” 
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Figure 1- Machine Gun Viola 
This pitched battle initiates a tonal struggle when the second theme is simultaneously sounded in 
E major/minor and G major.  This is another instance of a shrouded glimpse of the eventual 
harmonic destination.  Simpson, in a seeming reference to Kurth, notes that “this storm spends 
itself in a series of waves”  (Simpson, 1979).  Simpson intimates that this represents a detour in 
the energetic trajectory.  The correction to this energetic devolvement is a “struggling crescendo” 
that signals in the recapitulation (Simpson, 1979).  E major continues to struggle for a foothold in 
the recap, and is thwarted at first by an episode in Eb minor, which surreptitiously progresses to 
E major (via Eb’s relative major Gb, respelled as F#, which is the dominant of B, which is the 
dominant of E).  This provides some relief from the harmonic ambiguity of the movement, but a 
closing passage in G major disturbs the momentary harmonic clarity.  The timpani is used as 
connective tissue from the opening movement to the second.  The key of G is retained and the 
musical phrases are “finely balanced irregularities…that are as unpredictable…as the shapes of 
flowers” (Simpson, 1979). This area presents a moment of stability to counterbalance the 
previous upheaval.  Simpson notes that, in regards to the search for balance in the work “the 
evolution of life is not a wholly turbulent process, and its quieter side is reflected here”  
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(Simpson, 1979).  The foil of chaos is indeed quietude, and this is achieved in the G major 
section.  The tonal plan for this intermezzo treats G as home tonic for the A material which is 
then repeated in Db major.  The tritone relationship of the key centers is worth noting, 
considering a primary motive of the first movement was a tritone.   
Table 1-Symphony 4- Movement I 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notable 
Exposition mm.1-11 D minor? Life motive  















 mm.28-40 A major  Ladder 
retrograde 
End of first 
theme area 
 mm.41-50 A major? Life motive  




in the triplet 
figures 
A melodic minor 




triplet in clarinet 
is taken up. Life 
motive rhythmic 
cell, bucolic 
 mm.67-76 A major (flatted 
7th) 
  




 mm.83-88 C major S theme variant  




and fragment of 
S theme appear. 
 
 mm.97-112 E major 
(destination), Ab 
in 5th bar 
S theme in 
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(Table 1 continued) 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notable 




 mm.121-142 A major S theme Simpson relates 




A-D minor Life motive 
fragmented 
Flute and horn 
imitative with 
life motive 
























Piccolo plays the 




 mm.233-246 E going to C? Dichotomy is 
treated in 
sequence which 














motive appear. S 
theme in stated 






and the oboe S 
theme is spritely. 
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(Table 1 continued) 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notable 






and S theme 
occurs in Cl. and 
Bssn./Fl. 
The descending 
line falls in pitch 
each time it 
occurs. 
 mm.291-324 Db minor to C 
(around m.299) 
Augmented S 






at m.299. S 
theme in Canon 
between Cl./Fl. 
and Bssn. 
There are C and 
G pedal points.  





 mm.325-340 C to D minor? S theme At m.332, the 
life theme stirs it 
out of C major. 




 mm.349-361 Bb to E minor 
(m.353) which is 
really the 







an “attempt for E 
to take control, 
becomes 
dominant of A” 
(Simpson, 1979) 
Coda? mm.362-374 Db to Eb minor 
to B or E? 
P1 
accompaniment, 
ladder in Eb 
 
 mm.375-386 F# to D?(m.379) Ladder 
retrograde, Bssn., 
Hn., & Vla on S 
theme then Vlns., 
Fl., Oboe play it. 
The S theme 
seems to get 
stuck here. 
 mm. 387-415 E, now the 1st 
pitch of the S 
theme is tonic 
S theme 
featuring m2 
tonal cluster in 
trumpet. 
. Move to IV is 
relaxation. 
Timpani 
reinforces E then 
obfuscates. 
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This second movement displays Nielsen’s talent for a pastoral setting as Simpson writes 
“Ten bars before reh. 28 is a passage that seems to articulate the very sounds of birds and insects 
on a warm summer day” (Simpson, 1979).  This moment begins at m.440.  
 
Figure 2- Nielsen's Pastoral 
These rural landscapes may not be overtly Danish in any sense, but the memoirs Nielsen wrote 
about his childhood in the hinterlands of Funen seem to be a touchstone for this type of musical 
setting.  This bucolic excursion comprises the A material which is then recast in D flat.  Simpson 
uses naturalistic language again at this juncture “over this comes a floating phrase on an oboe, as 
soft as possible, and it expands into delicate fronds” (Simpson, 1979).  The predetermined goal 
key of E major struggles to establish itself at the end of this intermezzo.  Solo violin presents a 
melody clearly in E major that is reminiscent of bird song.  This solid E major is short-lived as 
the full string section harmonically meanders towards the “dangerous” key of C major.  The 
woodwinds deny this advancement with off-key figures that contradict the move to C major.   
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Table 2- Fourth Symphony- Movement II 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
Intro mm.416-423 G (dominant for 
The C major 
section of m.479 
section) 
  
A mm.424-434 G P1  
A mm.435-450 G (flatted 3rd 
occasionally) 
P1 in flutes The sixteenth 
rest/note is 
reminiscent of 1st 
movement. 
Oscillating 
sixteenth like the 














B mm.479-494 C S theme in Fl. & 
Cl. 
 
B mm.495-512 C S in Bssn. Bssn. Plays A2 
rhythm to setup 
G major return. 
At m.503 the 
cello is 
reminiscent of 
the cello solo in 
1st movement 
A mm.513-543 G P1  
  
This motivation of the energy field results in “waves of counterpoint” (Simpson, 1979).  This 
Kurthian description of the waves of energy drives towards a climax featuring brass and timpani 
blaring a triumphant E major.  Simpson points out that this arrival is lacking because the 
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principal theme is not stated in this key.  This lack of completion stores up more latent energy for 
the finale.  
Table 3- Symphony 4- Movement III 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
 mm.544-552 B major? P1 mm.545-549 
in 
B, and P2 at 
m.550 in F#. 
Tonicizes F# 
major? 
 mm.553-565 B minor? P2 continues mm. 





 mm.566-583 B major/minor 
then a tonally 
ambiguous 
section 
P2 in B, then B 
minor at 
mm.566-572, 
and a transition 
at mm. 573-583. 
 
 mm.584-597 E major, m.592 
is tonally 
ambiguous 
Bird call motive 
appears, then 
repeated 8va at 
m.590 
Tonal clarity in 
“birdlike cry”, 
and then Fl./Cl. 
birdcalls w 025 
pitch class set are 
mixed. 
(Simpson, 1979) 
 mm.598-607 D minor, C 
major 
Birdcall in 
canon, then a 
woodwind 
interruption, and 




blissful region of 
C” (Simpson, 
1979) 
 mm.608-621 G? B minor? Woodwind 
interruption up 
m2, and then 
again up a m2 at 
m.613.  
M.628 features a 
birdcall in G 
major 
 mm.629-639 D minor? Birdcall occurs 








motive is present. 
 
 
 104  
(Table 3 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notable 
 mm.640-650 E minor 
transitions into E 
major (m.645) 
Fragments of P1 




The fact that the 





 mm.651-659 B tonal center 
followed by A 
minor (m.656) 
Some bird call 
elements occur in 
Tbone/Hn., and 




 mm.660-670 Tonally unclear, 
then Ab minor 
Birdcall in Cl. I, 
then P2 strings in 
canon, and 




 mm.671-680 A minor   
 
 
 A measure of rest ratchets up the energy coil even further before a release of A major 
tonality begins the finale.  Most cyclic symphonies fit neatly into the template of themes and 
harmonic structures that follow a dramatic trajectory of growth and development.  A good 
example of this feature is in the first melody, which incorporates the shape of the second theme 
of the first movement, and the birdsong from the third movement into one sprawling idea for the 
violins.  The Nielsen predilection for flatted sevenths is in use for this melody, which projects a 
folksy charm.  This graceful introduction is soon sullied by harmonic upheaval and the 
presentation of a nemesis to the orchestra: a second set of timpani.  The intent of this addition to 
the orchestra could not be more clear as Nielsen noted that both timpanists should “maintain a 
menacing tone” (Simpson, 1979).  Raymond Knapp mentions that this is “less of a timpani duet 
and more of a timpani duel”  (Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen Studies, 2012).  Interpretations of this 
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musical intrusion include a representation of either an internal or external evil force that 
challenges the “inextinguishable” life force Nielsen references in the subtitle.  Simpson 
postulates that Nielsen withheld this supreme struggle until the last movement because “it is only 
at a certain stage in an evolutionary process that sharply opposed dominating forces crystallize 
themselves” (Simpson, 1979).  This clash of musical forces mirrors the same scenario in 
Nielsen’s Fifth Symphony which pits a snare drum against the entire orchestra.  Simpson 
encapsulates this more subtle use of extramusical material by Nielsen when he writes “such 
music as this is not ‘programme music’ in the nineteenth century sense, but is the organic 
product of an age; it’s ‘programme is its faithfulness to experience” (Simpson, 1979).  The 
drums are both tuned to tritones in accordance with the initial motive.  In addition, the orchestra 
enters in the key of Bb, which is a tritone away from the end goal of E major.  The pent up 
frustration of this distant key is somewhat relieved when the orchestra returns to a more closely 
related key of A major.  The let off of energetic tension continues as the presentation of B major 
prepares the way for E major.  Nielsen introduces one more hiccup when the B major darkens to 
B minor.  The energy is further aggravated by a D minor chord sounded in the timpani.  Simpson 
points out that D minor is the key, “openly associated with chaos at the start of the work” 
(Simpson, 1979).  This reminder of struggle, combined with repeated emphasis on the pitch B 
(dominant of E) finally overwhelm the symphonic container, and the triumphant second theme is 
sounded in a jubilant E major.  The seeds of this cathartic moment were sown in the first few 
minutes of this piece.  Even though Nielsen may not have sketched out any grand design for this 
or any other work, the result is a very sophisticated, multi-layered musical drama.  Simpson 
notes the frequency of Nielsen’s intuitive process resulting in a captivating well laid out work as 
applied to the 4th Symphony.  “It is highly characteristic of Nielsen that not only is the tonality of 
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E secured for the first time at the end of the symphony, but the theme most associated with its 
evolution is heard for the first time in its full form” (Simpson, 1979).  Another comment on a 
British performance speaks to forward momentum of the work when the London Times gushed 
“Certainly the quality of the symphony’s thought is energy; the opening of the work is hurled at 
us with tremendous energy, the climax of the development is suffused in it, and it bursts through 
the finale.  The whole frame of the symphony quivers with the vigour which propels it from the 
beginning to the end of a vast and impassioned musical sentence” (Simpson, 1979).  
Table 4- Symphony 4- Movement IV 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notable 
 mm.681-709 A dorian P1  occurs at 
mm.682-688, 




theme, P2 (from 
III), and birdcall. 
Transition? mm.710-722 C minor 3 phrases of a 
theme 
 
 mm.723-735 Chromatic, then 
ambiguity. 
P1, P3 “angry 
theme” 
 
 mm.736-750 G# minor P3 retrograde on 
P1 variant 
 
Transition? mm.751-763 Not clear P3, P1 retrograde 
on P1 
 
Timpani Duel mm.764- 780 F tonality with 
Fr. 6th, whole 
tone area occurs 
at m.775 
  





(Fanning D. , 
Carl Nielsen 
Studies, 2012) 
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(Table 4 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notable 




pattern in oboe) 
 
 mm.881-916  P4 up m2 (flute), 
then up M2 (flute), 
then up M2 (vlns.). 
 
 mm.917-932 C minor? which 
modulates to B. 
P4 simplified  
 mm.933-960 B P2 (canonic), P4 in 
timpani. 
 
 mm.961-974 B (some A 
naturals) 
P2 elements  
 mm.975-989 B or F#? P4 oscillating 8760 motive 
 mm.990-1011 E then B (some 
A naturals) 
P2 and S both occur.  
 mm.1012-1034  8760 motive occurs 
in Hn./woodwind,  
Birdcall occurs 
in the Vln./Hn. 
 mm.1035-1058 B minor P4 in timp? P2 at 
m.1047 
Timpani battling 









D minor (chaos 
of beginning).  
B in strings is 
preparation for 
E major 




gliss sets up 
ending (F, D#, 
A, F#) 
 mm.1110-1127 G # minor? P3 continues, S 
theme 
 
 mm.1128-1139 Not Clear S themes, P3  
 
 mm.1140-1147 E major S theme, triplet 
oscillating thing 
from mvmt. I occur. 
Timpani aligned 
with orchestra to 
the end 
 mm.1148-1159 E major 1st mvmt. Triplet 
idea, and S theme 
are restated. 
 
 mm.1160-1174  S theme starting on 
tonic 
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The Role of Timpani as Change Agent 
Raymond Knapp delves even deeper into this work.  Knapp is confounded by the lack of 
discussion amongst scholarly writers about the entrance of the second timpani player.  He 
mentions that Nielsen informed the listener of some of the genesis and meaning of this work, but 
Nielsen mentioned to his student Knud Jeppesen that there was “no programme but a signpost 
into music’s own domain.”  Nielsen suggests a creative place where the music follows its own 
logic, and the composer merely dictates the proceedings.  Nielsen further supports his stream of 
consciousness composing when he wrote to his wife that this piece would have a “sort of 
constantly flowing, in one great movement or flow” (Fellow, 2010).  Knapp is straightforward 
about the reasoning behind the timpani phenomenon “the timpani duel is topical in two senses, 
that it introduces the musical topic of battle during a time when much of the world was at war 
(Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen Studies, 2012).  Knapp laments the fact that many writers glossed 
over this primary element of military topic, and Nielsen supports this line of thinking when he 
wrote to his wife about the timpani being ‘violent’ (Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen Studies, 2012).  
The contemporary writers, especially in war-torn Europe, were not as dismissive about the 
military topic in discussing Nielsen’s Fourth.  For instance, the British critic Ernest Newman 
commented after a 1923 performance that “the spasmodic explosions of the kettledrums made us 
think the air raids had come again” (Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen Studies, 2012).  The ultimate 
message of the work is that through this struggle that the elemental life force will go on.  As 
James Bash wrote about this progression of dark to light “Nielsen’s music summons up the 
sounds of armies that battle, the ensuing anguish and a call to begin life out of the ashes of 
despair” (Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen Studies, 2012).  Knapp points out the importance of Nielsen 
purposely not mentioning the additional timpani when explaining his piece.  Knapp cites that this 
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may be because the reference would have been too heavy-handed at the time.  This subtlety 
seems thematic in Nielsen’s career, and may be a manifestation of the law of Jante.  Another 
interpretation of the military topic is that the instinct for war is another manifestation of the 
inextinguishable will to live.  This confrontation of the paradox of deadly war and a life-
affirming drive is characteristic of Nielsen.  Knapp addresses this when he writes “it is much 
easier-and more plausible-to assume that the composer intended to evoke war, and saw no 
conflict between the evocation and his main idea for the symphony” (Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen 
Studies, 2012).  This representation of dualism is well represented in the French augmented sixth 
chord that the tritones of the two sets of timpani construct (F-B, Db-G).  This chord is apropos 
because it can “point emphatically in two directions at once” (Fanning D. , Carl Nielsen Studies, 
2012).  It is difficult to imagine a better musical analogue to humanity’s struggle for self-
preservation and the existential question of whether this includes destruction of life.  In the case 
of the 4th movement the chord could either resolve to C or F#.  A typical feature of this chord is 
the incorporation of alternative scale types such as the whole tone (often used by impressionists), 
and octatonic (often used by Russian composers).  These novel scale types enable Nielsen to 
disguise the harmonic landscape, and highlights the sense of dualism further.  Knapp charts the 
incorporation of the timpani duel and its relationship with the orchestra (Fanning D. , Carl 
Nielsen Studies, 2012).  This chart reveals a rotating role for the timpani, which showcases them 
as either an agitating intruder or supporter of the orchestral cause.  The last episode features the 
timpani in full support of the symphonic forces, and seems to represent a reconciliation of the 
prospect of war within the inextinguishable life force.  Even though Denmark was only 
tangentially associated with World War I these deeper philosophical questions were being raised 
due to the greatest atrocities up to that time as a result of war.   
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Dualism as a Change Agent 
Knapp regards Nielsen’s handling of opposites as part of his compositional nature “in parallel to 
what we may trace in this and others of his compositions involving rustic simplicity colliding 
with the worldly complex, or the childlike and natural with cosmopolitan adult sophistication”  
(Fanning, 2012).  As always when dealing with a composer that used paradox as a creative 
starting point, both sides of the musical paradox should be considered.  Grimly mentions the 
arguments of other scholars, but stresses the importance of, “allowing the music in some 
experiential sense to dictate its own unfolding” (Grimley, 2010).  In some writings Nielsen 
relates that “as he describes his process, instead of simply following music’s inner impulses, he 
seems actively to have resisted doing so” (Grimley, 2010).  In other words, Nielsen’s 
compositional approach is not always uniform.  Grimley mentions another common music 
element, counterpoint that is treated as a musical topic (this would recur in the 5th and 6th 
Symphonies).  The use of traditional constructs in a revamped fashion is a central feature of 
neoclassicism.  Grimley notes that Nielsen’s counterpoint “evokes familiar historical 
associations…But it also challenges and problematizes such associations, not least through 
Nielsen’s frequent tendency towards dissonance, gestures of collapse, or textural and chromatic 
saturation” (Grimley, 2010).  This expectation of counterpoint representing the pinnacle of 
artistic coordination of elements is upset by the near unraveling of the symphonic fabric in 
Nielsen’s case.  This description of counterpoint could be related to the same role the additional 
timpanist plays in the Fourth: antagonizer.  Grimley describes this challenge as ultimately a 
positive development, which leads to “the melodic lines energetic struggle and conflict to 
emerge, develop, and evolve in its full richness and complexity” (Grimley, 2010).  Knapp relates 
Nielsen’s particular approach to this musical element to Mahler’s “notion of counterpoint” 
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(Fanning, 2012).  In Knapp’s view this is one way in which both of the composers bypassed the 
issue of the programmatic question.  Neither composer fully committed to the idea of 
programmatic music in the 19th century sense.  The worry with too literal of an extra-musical 
program is that it limits the possible transcendence of the music.  Nielsen references this 
reluctance in a letter to a friend about the Fourth Symphony “I have wanted to describe all that 
has the will and the urge to life that cannot be kept down.  Not in the sense of demeaning my art 
to mere nature imitation” (Fellow, 2010).  It is obvious from this quote that Nielsen felt an overly 
programmatic work cheapened the integrity of his art.  Instead, Nielsen finds meaning at a 
deeper level of his muse when he writes that he attempts “to express what lies behind the call of 
the birds, the cries of sadness and joy of animals and human beings, their hungry murmurings 
and shouting, fighting and mating, and whatever all the most elementary things are called” 
(Fellow, 2010). There is a slight nod to warlike behavior in this comment, which brings back the 
idea of violence as part of the inextinguishable spirit.  One other reason Knapp brings up for why 
Nielsen treated the programmatic elements in a muted fashion is that “the finale’s evocation of 
war could have invited an uncomfortable comparison of war’s destructive, inhuman realities with 
the manner in which it is incorporated into the symphony” (Knapp, 2009).  Like many other 
times Nielsen’s message is understated, and in this case the subtlety was possibly a result of 
good tact. 
Comparison of The Fourth Symphony with Previous Works 
 Other writers have addressed the energy contained in this work.  Nielsen felt strongly 
about the efficacy of music’s ability to represent the great life force.  Nielsen mentions music 
“can exactly express the concept of Life from its most elementary form of utterance to the 
highest spiritual ecstasy” (Miller, 1995).  Musicologist Colin Roth pointed out the function of 
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stasis and energy within Nielsen’s work.  Roth mentions the use of the spectrum between stasis 
and energy as an expressive device in Nielsen’s Saul og David (Fanning D. F., 2012).  In this 
opera Nielsen assigns the characters to these energetic polarities: Saul representing stasis and 
David representing a jolt of energy.  Roth makes a convincing comparison of these stage 
characters to energetic forces in the “Inexhaustible”.  His contention involves the near collapse 
of the symphonic framework as propelled by “that contrasting near-Death, the stasis whose very 
stillness throws life’s energy into relief” (Fanning D. F., 2012). This destructive force is 
counteracted by the “rising of the lower strings over their companions seems to me to embody an 
assertion of exceptional effort” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  This effort is considered extraordinary 
and a slight reversal of sonic space to level out the imbalance.  This attention to the visceral 
appealed to more than just the music aficionado as Roth reports that Nielsen “uses all the 
distinctive strengths of the musical genre to be able to ‘talk’ to the greatest number of people 
with the greatest possible force” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  This idea of force is related to a quote 
from the composer himself “If my music has any value at all, then it’s in one thing, that it has a 
certain current, a certain motion” (Haas, 1992).  Roth notes that this philosophical approach 
springs from German thinkers such as Hegel.  In particular Nielsen’s mode of thought when 
composing aligns with “Hegel’s emphasis on motion…along with his analogy between music 
and the self” (Fanning D. F., 2012). 
The Fourth Symphony as a System Seeking Balance 
 Nielsen’s contemporary, the Russian musicologist Boris Asafyev5, notes that the music 
as life analogy is useful because it is a system seeking balance.  Asafyev mentions the musical 
                                                        5 Boris Asafyev (1884-1949) was also a composer and teacher who influenced a generation of Russian composers.  For example, Asafyev is the dedicatee of Prokofiev’s First Symphony. 
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plot twists and course corrections ability to stir “our psychic equilibrium stemming from our life 
experiences” (Haas, 1992).  This balancing act is reminiscent to Schopenhauer’s view of 
Beethoven symphonies, “in particular concerning the relationship of order and chaos” (Fanning 
D. F., 2012).  Robert Simpson proceeds to enumerate the various parts that contribute to this 
phenomenon: “the fusion of diverse elements into an organic whole, the continuous control of 
pace, reserves of strength…the dynamic treatment of tonality” and “active in all possible ways” 
(Simpson, 1979).  Examples of these characteristics abound in Nielsen’s Fourth Symphony.  For 
instance, the fusion of diverse elements is on display when the first movement second theme is 
blended with other melodic figures.  The dynamic treatment of tonality is evident in both the 
variety of non-major/minor scales in use, and the delayed reveal of the home key until the end of 
the finale.  Nielsen often struggled to speak in specifics about his music, and instead often used 
analogies.  For instance, in a newspaper interview Nielsen related that his subtitles for symphony 
2-4 were “actually just different names for the same thing,” and that “the only thing that music in 
the end can express: resting forces as opposed to active ones” (Fanning. 2012).  Music theorist 
Eero Tarasti6 writes about “music’s kinetic energy, which from dissonance strives for a state of 
rest” (Tarasti, 1994).  Schenkerian analysis is also plotted out in the language of energy by Tom 
Pankhurst7.  He relates that “the Urlinie, or descent from scale degree 3, is the primal tonal 
motion” (Pankhurst, 2008).  The word primal is an important descriptor given Nielsen’s 
language regarding the creation of work that is genuinely primitive.  Schenker’s background 
tonal structures, Ursatz, portray “a motion from one point of rest to another” (Pankhurst, 2008).  
These various levels of musical layers converge with one another to create another prospect for 
                                                        6 Eero Tarasti (born in 1948) is a Finnish musicologist and semiologist.  7 Tom Pankhurst is at professor at King Edward VI College, Stourbridge.  His research has focused on Early 20th century harmony, with special focus on composers like Carl Nielsen. 
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dramatic tension through architectural means.  Pankhurst points out that “an apparent struggle for 
sharpwards rather than flatwards modulation” occurs throughout the Fourth Symphony 
(Pankhurst, 2008). The harmonic drama plays out as “the descending fourth progression in the 
treble…helps to the secure the overall sharpwards trajectory…against a middleground tendency 
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CHAPTER 3 
ANALYSIS OF FIFTH SYMPHONY 
 
Background 
Carl Nielsen’s 5th symphony still confounds some audiences nearly 100 years after its 
premiere.  It’s numerous revisions by his son-in-law Emil Telmanyi, after the composer’s death 
speaks to the effort of musicians to make sense of the work.  Since this is one of the composer’s 
least performed symphonies to this day, it would stand to reason that the revisions did not help it 
gain great appeal (Nielsen, Symfoni No. V, op. 50, 1950).  The revisions, mostly doublings to 
help balance the orchestration, may have not been the main issue, however.  The main stumbling 
block may be the inability of audiences and writers to find meaning in the unconventional 
symphonic form.  An analysis of what precipitated this piece, in Nielsen’s personal life, may lead 
to a better understanding of this gem. 
 Carl Nielsen’s Fifth Symphony, composed between 1920-22, was premièred in 
1922.  This work was written during a tumultuous time in Nielsen’s personal life. Although 
Nielsen refused to talk at length about his personal life at this time, he did mention, in regards to 
World War I, that “not one of us is the same as we were before” (Fanning, 1997).  In addition to 
this perception shift following the war, Nielsen was enduring a separation from his wife and an 
ouster from his conductorship of the Copenhagen Royal Theater.  These circumstances certainly 
affected Nielsen and it marks the beginning of his life as a freelance composer.  This change of 
lifestyle may have contributed to his full embrace of the distinctive compositional voice he is 
known for.   
 Nielsen said about his Fifth Symphony that the listener should imagine that “I’m rolling a 
stone up a hill, I’m using the powers in me to bring the stone to the top.  The stone lies there so 
still, powers are wrapped in it, until I give it a kick and the same powers are released and the 
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stone rolls down again” (Fanning, 1997).  In light of this quote, Nielsen seems firmly engaged in 
a musical narrative.  In fact, Nielsen did indicate to close friends about a general theme of “the 
battle between evil and good.”  Another element that could be construed as extramusical, even 
with the lack of an official program, is the militaristic nature of the first 
movement.  Interestingly, famed conductor Simon Rattle calls this Nielsen’s war symphony, 
even though the composer considered his previous symphony as such (Lawson, 
1997).  Whatever struggle is represented in this work, it is like many other 5th  symphonies in that 
it traces a path from darkness to light8.  David Fanning addresses this standard trajectory by 
stating that “the concept of ‘victory’ in art-forms has come to seem barely defensible” (Fanning, 
1997).  The idea of victory in art is problematic to begin with (due to its subjective nature), and 
is especially so in the 20th century when composition styles were more divergent than ever.    
This statement begs the question of how Nielsen deals with this cliché symphonic device in a 
novel way.  One obvious divergence from symphonic procedure is that the piece is organized 
into two large movements.  Other distinguishing characteristics in this work include: a seemingly 
intentionally low energy opening, an interesting harmonic path (called “polyfocal tonality” by 
Mark Devoto) (Miller, 1995), and deformation procedures as described by James Hepokoski. 
(Fanning, 1997).  Hepokoski’s deformation procedures include: introduction-coda bookends, 
episodes within the development, and multi-movement forms in a single movement.  All of these 
pertain to Nielsen’s Fifth. 
Analysis of the Fifth Symphony 
 The first movement indicates tempo giusto on the first page of the score., with no 
expressive indication.  The initial draft contains a marking of ‘vegetativ’, which seems                                                         8 Beethoven’s Fifth is an iconic example of this trajectory.  Other examples include Sibelius and Shostakovich. 
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appropriate for the listlessness of the opening.  The less obvious character indication of tempo 
giusto may be Nielsen’s way of letting the music determine the character.  This ambiguity of 
marking and musical content creates a potential energy.  Nielsen achieves his initial goal in the 
opening as he stated to a friend that the opening “reflects thinking of nothing in particular” 
(Fanning, 1997).  In addition to the unclear character, Nielsen employs uncertainty in the 
harmonic and rhythmic landscape.  The bassoon entrance at m.5 on beat 2 (figure 1) enters as a 
seemingly strong metrical place until later material reveals this as a false 
 
Figure 1- Bassoon Melody on weak beat/Viola Ostinato 
downbeat.  The movement’s harmonic trajectory is even more confusing as the opening implies 
A minor, C major/minor, D minor, and F major.  Nielsen’s initial draft included a key signature 
of one flat, but like the character indication of ‘vegatativ’ he removed it for the final draft 
(Fanning, 1997).  In the “battle between evil and good” that Nielsen portrays in the symphony, 
this somewhat directionless pastoral opening seems to represent the good.  It is not well defined, 
but this fits a musical portrait of amorphous, primordial forces.  The “evil” creeps in with the 
bassoons in m.19 when a Cb major scalar descent contradicts the apparent home of key of 
F.  This tonal dispute is a foreshadowing.  The sound of the pastoral returns at rehearsal 2, at 
which point a horn call appears.  This remembrance of the initial bassoon figure is now placed in 
a more typical metrical place (on the first beat of the measure), which helps to dissipate the 
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previous uncertainty.  Another source of latent energy is contained in the opening’s meandering 
viola line, whose alternation of a minor third continues to reappear through the movement, until 
it eventually passes this ostinato idea to the snare drum.  This static line suits Nielsen’s idea of 
“thinking of nothing in particular”, but the recurrence of this idea builds some anxiety, as it is 
persistent.  In fact, at 4.-3, this figure morphs into what David Fanning calls the “evil motive” 
(Fanning, 1997) (Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2- Evil Motive 
The introduction of a diminished fifth among the minor third oscillation is a foreshadowing of 
the next section.   At rehearsal 4 Nielsen combines three previous ideas: the bassoon theme (now 
in 1st violin), the minor third alternation (viola and 2nd violin), and the aforementioned 
diminished fifth (outlined in the 1st violin).  A bass line (in cello) is introduced consisting of an 
alternation of D and F, which masks the key area as other instrumental parts imply F and C 
major at different points.  At rehearsal 10 the ostinato pattern seems to transfer energy to the 
snare drum.  Its persistent rhythm and auxiliary percussion suggest a military topic.  The ostinato 
seems to express a collapsing energy as it starts as a minor third, then a major 2nd (rehearsal 8), 
and finally an unpitched snare drum ostinato.  After the snare drum enters the fray, the ostinato is 
reprised at a minor second that seems to support this idea of collapse.  Through this area the 
harmonic basis continues to be ambiguous as the music now suggests both D minor and an 
octatonic scale.  This lack of harmonic clarity contributes to more frustration.  Static flute lines in 
the region of rehearsal 13 also add to this growing potential energy.  This relative stasis is then 
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interrupted by an interesting violin melody at rehearsal 14.  It reveals some direction of the 
musical energy, while still exhibiting contradictory elements (figure 3).  The contradiction of this 
melody lies in its crisp militaristic rhythms coupled with the expressive mark of adagio 
cantabile.  The revealing element of the violin melodic line (in regards to harmonic function) 
occurs on the last note of the phrase: B natural.  This pitch, alongside the D/F ostinato in the 
lower voices, creates 
 
Figure 3 Militant Violin Melody 
a dominant structure for C major.  This sheds some light on the key area, and this harmonic basis 
is reinforced with fluttering C major woodwind passages.  These woodwind triplet figures also 
represent a transfer of motion from the snare drum ostinato, as the snare drum fades away the 
woodwinds gain in strength.  The spending of this tension results in a more relaxed section 
marked tranquillo (rehearsal 16).  The key is firmly established as C major and the main theme 
returns at the same pitch level as in the opening passage.  The difference here is that the bassoon 
melody is supported by C major material instead of disguised, as it was earlier.  The sixteenth 
note triplet figures continue in the woodwinds, but its basis in C major softens the previously 
chaotic nature of these figures.  This moment of respite is short-lived, however, as the horn plays 
F major inflected material at rehearsal 17, which propels the harmonic motion through the circle 
of fifths.  The viola ostinato returns in the form of sixteenth note triplets on the pitches of D, C, 
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and A.  This only adds to the harmonic confusion at this section.  This tonally shrouded portion 
of the first movement is further clouded by a slowly rising chromatic bass line (in cello).  This 
harmonic agitation in the celli is immediately responded to by an aggressive percussion outburst 
that seems to represent a rebuttal of the suddenly purposeful bass voice.  This rising bass line 
traces a chromatic path from C to Gb.  The Gb represents a frustrated goal as the circle of fifths 
progression that started in F (in the beginning of the movement), travels to C, would logically 
progress to G.  This denied harmonic arrival triggers the militaristic violin theme to reappear (no 
molto cantabile indication this time).  Interestingly Nielsen teases the arrival at G in the bass line 
(spelled Abb), but as a brief eighth note figure that quickly returns to the static Gb.  The 
frustration builds as the bass line passes through G natural in decorative figures that never 
deliver a solid arrival at G natural.  The dynamics decrease as the orchestra approaches rehearsal 
21, but the bass line remains hinged on the Gb.  The energy dissipates dynamically, but the 
frustration, remains unresolved.  This manifests in an oboe part that combines the viola ostinato 
and the evil motive.  Nothing is resolved here and the oboe seems to reassert that with this 
sinister material.  The celli respond with a C pedal, which represents an admitted failure 
(implying the F tonic of capitulation instead of the G major goal).  This struggle is further 
aggravated by accented Ds from rehearsal 22-24 (implying G major).  Once again, the harmonic 
answer surprises as the celli plays an Ab arpeggio the last measure before rehearsal 24.  The 
harmonic misdirection is accompanied by an indication of tranquillo.  This peculiar harmonic 
movement is softened somewhat by the expressive indication, but this section is heavily 
populated by the return of static D naturals, which undermine the Ab key area.  The persistent D 
natural dominant ostinato finally achieves the goal of G major at 26, -8.  This section, marked as 
Adagio non troppo, is the de facto second movement (if the work is considered in traditional 4 
 121  
movement symphonic sense).  Harold Krebs agrees with this commonly held view as he writes “I 
consider only the portion of part I preceding G major Adagio as the first movement, the Adagio, 
although it incorporates first-movement material, sounds to me like a new movement (the 
traditional second must be in slow tempo)” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  This transition of energy into 
the Adagio is another example of satisfaction mixed with denied expectations.  An octatonic 
oboe line prefaces the unexpected burst of released tension in the G major.  This unexpected 
segue is quickly forgotten, however, as the relief of G major temporarily casts away the previous 
struggle.  Nielsen was quoted as saying that this abrupt transition represented a personal 
revelation of “Suddenly I become aware of myself as a musician” (Lawson, 1997).  This quote 
implies that the previous material may represent some dream state, which seems to fit the oft-
ambiguous first section.  This adagio is less conflicted, and features functional major mode 
harmony.  The harmony is not completely cloudless though as it reflects the melody’s flatward 
drift that is “another Nielsen fingerprint” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  The next section rehearsal 27-
31 features an expansion of this theme and a momentary triumphant transition to B major.  This 
B natural is then recontextualized as the median of G as the section reasserts the satisfaction of G 
major.  The sunny disposition of G major is then threatened in the next section.  Nielsen 
reintroduces the evil motive, which initiates a drift to F major.  David Fanning characterizes the 
energetic shift here as an “ominous loss of grip” (Fanning, 1997).  This unwelcome guest, F 
major, cancels out the seeming progress in the Adagio.  After this harmonic capitulation the 
timpani reintroduces a pedal D at rehearsal 33.  This pedal sets the stage for all characters of this 
movement to interact.  The evil motive is sounded in the strings, the adagio melody returns, and 
the snare drum unleashes militaristic intensity.  This combination of forces results in a 
celebratory perfect cadence in G at rehearsal 37.  The pent-up energy of the pedal points is 
 122  
released as G major is reaffirmed.  A clarinet cadenza (1st instrument to state evil motive) and 
off-stage snare drum help decelerate the energy further as the movement concludes.  The 
following table is adapted from David Fanning. 
Table 5- Symphony 5- Movement I 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A1 mm.1-23 A minor, C 
major or 
C minor, D 
minor, or  
F Dorian 
confirmed at 
m. 11 (originally 





Bssn. Melody  
(pastoral), 
oscillating 
vla. C-A  
Cb notes/viola 
figures question 
the F tonality. 








A1a mm.24-40 C major/D major 
or D mixolydian 
Horn Call (in D) 
in Hn./Fl. Flute 
contradicts horn 
by playing in C 
Oscillation like 
1st 2 measures of 
Bssn. 
(liquidation) 
A1b mm.41-43 F mixolydian Oscillating vla. 
Extends to a 
glorified trill  
“Onde Motiv” 
evil motive 
A2 mm.44-68 C mixolydian 
with more and 
more flats 
A snake charmer 
melody centered 
on G.  
F centered bass 
doesn’t pull too 







minor third as 
motivic. 
A2a mm.69-71 C mixolydian Warning/evil 
motive 
Loss of horn 
motive 
A3 mm.72-84 Between F & C 
(Fanning gives 




bass and melody 






double in Mozart 
fashion. 
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(Table 5 continued) 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A3b mm.94-109 Eb minor? Warning now in 
clarinet and 
alternates 




whispers in Vln. 
I 
Snare enters at 
m.105 and takes 
over for evil 
motive 
A4 mm.109-130 F? and between 
diminished and 
clarification of d 
minor 
This section 




Ostinato start @ 
m. 110 (D to F). 
WW feature 




A4a mm.130-145 “non committal 
diminished 7th to 
dominant 7th of 
C” (Simpson, 
1979) 










notes bring focus 
to G 
A 5 mm.145-158 G altered then 












pitch set very 
similar to 
warning motive 
A5a mm.158-166 C Fl/Cl. Take over 
snare drum 
figuration, 
repeated G in 
oboe (setting up 
C) 
C is confirmed in 
cello at m.165 
(Simpson’s 
“second great 
tonal plane is 
reached”) 
A6 mm.166-188 C (and some F) Bssn. melody in 
original pitch but 
then it meanders 
through D-G-C-
F-Bb 
The bssn melody 
is now “in C” but 
not exactly C 
due to C pedal 
and Horn goes C 
up to F.  
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(Table 5 continued) 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A6a mm.189-194 Db then 
chromatic 
025 motive of 
warning is used 
in woodwinds. 
Bass climbs up 
to Db to be 
counterattacked 
by snare 
A7 mm.195-212 Gb pedal and 
eighth note mode 









based on G is 







of perfect 5th 
from F to C is 
attempted to be 
recreated but 
stalls at Gb (then 
eventually falls 
off after failure 




with snare drum 
A7a mm.212-225 Whole tone and 
Ab major scale 











from the expiring 
end of the last 
passage”) 
Harmonic clarity 
is fogged by 
timpani roll on 
B. Vla/Cello 
reprise pedal C. 
A7b mm.225-243 Whole tone then 
Ab at m.242 with 
cello arpeggio 
Repeated note 
idea in celesta 
(dominant 
preparation). 
Doubled in Vln. 
Fl/Cl play shred 
of snake 
charmer. Triplet 
down to C and 
repeated D’s 
Music seems to 
try to escape 
from whole-tone 
scale orbit. 
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(Table 5 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A8 mm.243-253 Ab pedal in 
Hn./Timp Ab 
melody then 
some kind of E 
major/harmonic 
minor but also 
whole tone. 









A8a mm.253-267 “C major 
undermined by 
the bass Ab” 
(Simpson, 1979) 
Bssn. Fragment 
in flute, triplet 





Flute F# with 
D’s and Ab 
pedal create an 
altered dominant 
of G. F is neutral 
ground between 
these two distant 
keys. 














sections. G pedal 











aware of myself 
as a musician” – 
(Fanning D. , 
Nielsen 
Symphony No. 
5, 1997)  
B2 mm.284-318 G then Ab 
(reference to end 
of B1) is 
featured, and 
then B major at 
m.300. Simpson 






is expanded with 
counterpoint, and 
this section is 
more resistant to 
flatwards 
directions.  This 
is evidenced in 
the move to F#. 
 





B pedal is 
eventually 
implied as 
mediant of G. 
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(Table 5 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
B3 mm.319-341 G-C-F (“total 
regression”) F 









Ab and B are 
followed by a 
preparation of G. 
Bssn. Adagio 
melody in Vln. I 
(back to original 
form in quieter 
dynamic equals a 
regression. The 
evil motive 
enters at m.324  
 
B3a mm.341-376 G minor, F tonic 
momentarily at 
m.357, Ab (kicks 
off snare drum), 






come into play. 
Progression of 




(centered on D/C 
the dominant of 
vegetative F and 
self-aware G). 
The snare drum 






theme) in unison. 
D attacks in 
trumpet until the 
next section 
(implying G 
direction), that is 
followed by C 
warnings 
Harmonic 
template of the 
Adagio has Ab 
setup dominant 
of G. This 
dominant of G is 
played by the 
timpani for 36 
bars 
Brass plays 
stretto of G 
minor adagio 
theme at m.341. 
Snare drum plays 
in his own tempo 
in obstructionist 
role (until it is 
“swallowed up” 
by the G major 
arrival). 
(Fanning D. , 
Nielsen 
Symphony No. 
5, 1997)  
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(Table 5 continued) 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 




and evil motive 
in lower strings. 
Evil motive in 
clarinet cadenza 
softens the edge. 
Release from 
pedal points in 
bass is release of 
tension.  Nielsen 
originally 
indicated clarinet 
to be in the 
distance for the 
recitative 
 
 Robert Simpson describes the opening of the second movement “From the ashes and 
ruins left by the conflict rise the regenerative energies of man” (Simpson, 1979).  The musical 
reconstruction is not entirely devoid of the first movement’s problems.  For instance, Nielsen 
wrote on the bottom of the title page (of his draft) of this movement “E major key signature? A 
major?” (Fanning, 1997).  His printed edition uses three sharps, but the harmonic ambiguity has 
returned.  There is also a flatward inclination of the harmonic space (reh. 40-43), which is 
constantly rebuffed by movement to the sharp side of the circle of fifths.  A return of the initial 
theme at rehearsal 45 (in oboe) is stated in a clearer A major presentation which dissolves some 
of the initial harmonic uncertainty.  As with much of this work, Nielsen does not let the 
harmonic clarity remain in place for long.  The key begins to drift again from rehearsal 47-49 
towards G major.  The once triumphant goal key of the first movement is repurposed as a 
collapsed A major, and the harmonic slippage continues down to Eb.  The “regenerative 
energies” seem to have lost direction.  The next section (rehearsal 59-64), attempts to make 
“progress” to B major, which the music does attain for 30 measures until it once again declines 
into a “less sharp” key (D major).  David Fanning postulates that the energetic collapse of the 
second movement is even more devastating because there is no evil motive like the first 
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movement, but instead the material collapses in on itself (Fanning, 1997).  The dissolution of 
hope leads to a fugal section that extends from rehearsal 71-92.  The key collapses further into F 
minor which is reminiscent of the collapse to F in the first movement.  The fugue itself is a 
furtherance of the illusion of progress that is present in the “vegetativ” portion of the first 
movement.  The fugal entrances at the same pitch level as the subject bogs down the initial 
energy of this section.  A strident clarinet line bursts forth at m. 487 signaling a more direct sign  
 
Figure 4- Clarinet Outburst 
of trouble.  It is worth noting that this same instrument presented itself as a tonal intruder in the 
first movement.  The timpani also reference the first movement with an extended pedal 
point.  The warning signs indicated by these two elements portend a threat that is unleashed at 
rehearsal 78.  The fugal texture continues with unpredictable stretti, and culminates with a violin 
trill that references the evil motive.  This sinister trill is heightened with a doubling in upper 
woodwinds that careens wildly towards an eventual moment of repose at rehearsal 92.  The 
energetic strife felt up to this point of the movement calls for relief, which is delivered at 
rehearsal 92.  An indication of tranquillo is provided at this point to support this relaxing of 
energy, but the key of F is a curious choice as it represented harmonic disappointment thus 
far.  This fugal section ends with a pivot to a C mixolydian.  The key is sometimes hard to assess 
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given Nielsen’s penchant for the flatted seventh degree.  A reactive energy rises up in this 
section as the key areas move “sharpwards” from C to G to D.  This symbolizes a force of will 
compared to the collapsing nature of previous key shifts.  This harmonic renewal ushers in the 
final section at rehearsal 99.  This area serves as a recapitulation for this movement.  Nielsen 
abbreviates some of the tonal slippage as the reprised material is buoyed by a drive to the 
conclusion.  The minor third interval that starts the symphony reemerges as the trumpet/horn 
dominant pedal on repeated D’s transpose to repeated F’s.  Then a breakthrough occurs when 
this repeated F jumps a fourth to Bb (implies Eb).  Nielsen does indicate a three flat key 
signature at rehearsal 110 which may represent one of the more transparent key 
indications.  Rehearsal 113 is a release of all the negative energy of the entire work as it 
celebrates victory in a clear Eb major.  All former harbingers of evil (trill, horn calls) are 
 
Figure 5- Eb Triumphant Finale 
incorporated into a noble Eb major procession (Figure 5).  The trill’s previous edge has been 
softened by the alternation between tonic and supertonic in the violins. 
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 In conclusion, Nielsen seems less concerned with traditional symphonic form, and more 
concerned with the life force inherent in his musical materials.  This helps to explain many of the 
otherwise baffling harmonic and formal progressions.  The constant frustration of energetic 
forces throughout the work justify the breakthrough at the finale to new harmonic ground.   
Table 6- Symphony 5- Movement II 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A1 mm.1-23 B major/minor 
(furthest key 
from original key 
of F) com- 
promised by key 
signature and E 
trill. Moving to 
A (via E7 at 
m.19). The 
“pedal E reminds 
of previous 
disastrous point.” 




X motive is 
heroic theme, y 
motive is half 
step, z is falling 
4th 
“falling 4th was a 
stereotype he 
deplored” 
(Fanning D. , 
Nielsen 
Symphony No. 
5, 1997) Nielsen 
wrote E major? 
A major? at the 
bottom of this 
page, and ended 
up using 3 
sharps.  




modal regions of 






to reject the 
flatward drift”. 




A1b mm.46-64 Bb-C#-E-D X motive 
“colonizes” 
harmonic fields.  
Y motive 
mutates to whole 
tone scale 
pattern. 
A2 mm.64-96 D becomes 
plagal to A 
harmony like A1 





clean air” is a 
derivation of x 
and y motive.) 
Overall phrase 
structure of 6 + 8 
+ 6 + 12. 
Introducing G 
natural is setting 
up E tonic 
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(Table 6 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A2a mm.96-115 (fall) E pull toward D7 Some x motive 








A3 mm.116-150 Eb then through 
many others then 
G is temporary 
tonic, followed 


















Uses x motif at 
end of phrases 
like A2 (4+ 2) x 
motive at m.121 












of D is finally 
crossed” 
(Simpson, 1979) 
A3a mm.150-215 Horn intimates B 






M. 171 is A2 




loss of direction 
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(Table 6 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A3b mm.216-250 Struggle for B 
major. Then Ab 
(around m.227), 
tries to restore B, 
then F (with 
superimposed D) 
Tuba on x 
motive, then x 




direction to this 
section. 
1st time F major 
is significantly 
mooted in this 




A3c mm.250-302 Ab, E, F# minor, 
C# minor, F 





shoots up to high 
B (“5th attempt to 
regain this 
promised land”). 
The x motive in 
horn (D major 
over B natural is 
“positive over 
negative”) is 
played. The A2 
motive in horn is 




major in horn 





progress with ffz 
responses. The 
strings end up in 
D major (The 
key this 
subsection was 
trying to avoid) 
A3d mm.303-350 D (G major is 
implied), then 
Ab appears (as 
dominant of Db 
minor-which 
is  a tritone away 
from the D/G 
key area). 
Strings go to 
eighth notes and 
center on D. A2 
appears in upper 
winds. Repeated 
D’s in trumpets 
combine with Ab 
chord and unison 
Abs in same 
quarter note 
rhythm. (This 
occurs in the 
original range of 
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(Table 6 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
A3e mm.350-409 Ab (with D 
naturals). 
Simpson hears 
these as two keys 
whose mean is F 
(compromise of 
the two 
keys).  Fanning 




to F is more 
important. So F 
is the tonal 
center by around 
m.390. 
Oboe/Bssn. Play 








(for the first 
time). (Fanning 
D. , Nielsen 
Symphony No. 
5, 1997) This 
compares with 
the transition of 
tempo guisto (to 
adagio) to this 
section 
B mm.410-486 F minor (“fatal 
key has been 
reached”) for 





entrance is real, 








At this point 
“mere anarchy is 
loosed upon the 
world” (Fanning 
D. , Nielsen 
Symphony No. 
5, 1997) 








of A1 and A1a. 






This section is 
reminiscent of 
“adagio crisis” 
 134  
(Table 6 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
B2 mm.497-606 F minor, G 
minor at middle 
entry. Section 
ends on F minor 
add 6 chord. 
Fugal entrances. 
Entries are at 
m.497, m.510, 
m.539, and 
m.562. 1st entry 
features hints of 
stretti to come. 
2nd entry features 
y motive and two 
large circle of 5th 
progressions. 
The third has 
countersubject 
scalar bass/cello 
line. 4th entry has 
skirl material and 
a little A2 
rhythm.  
Skirls influence 
eighth note ideas 
in third entry. 
Oboe tries to 
imply G major at 
m.581. 
B2a mm.606-618 F Evil motif in 
strings and 
piccolo 
F pedal in 
timpani 
B2b mm.618-679 F Fugal subject, 
written out trill 
returns from 
previous section. 
Y motive at 
m.643 (along 
with Db pedal), 
flute at m.668 
references minor 
third evil motive. 
Mad fugue is 
frustrated in this 
section and this 
is liquidated. 
C mm.679-712 F (uses flat third 
and flat seventh) 
so F dorian 
Idea similar to 
the main theme 
of the opening 
allegro. This 
version of the 
heroic theme is 
reprised in Ab 
(m.686) Eb 
(m.691 as 
dominant of Ab) 
and C (m.700 as 
dominant of F) 
Second 
movement 
framed as finale 
whose sonata 
attributes make 





Falling 4th is ever 
present. 
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(Table 6 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
C1a mm.712-716 F (is now a sign 
of acceptance 
rather than 




in flutes, and 
second phase of 





C2 mm.716-730 G (sharpwards 
development) 
this shows “new 
self 
determination 
and will power” 













D1 mm.731-751 A major key 
with some D# 
and A#. G major 
of end of 1st 
movements 
move to B 
minor/major 
foreshadows M 
third leap (to Eb 
major) 
Recap of theme 
A (more 
emphasis on 
theme this time) 
less emphasis on 
“flatwards-
pulling E trill”, 
falling fourth 
featured. 
Two bars of E7 
at end of the 
section give a 
sense of 
propulsion 
D1a mm.751-763 A little Ab, then 
B 




D2 mm.764-798 Chromatic until 
A major breaks 
through at 
m.777.  C minor 
is introduced at 
m.793 
Transposition of 
minor third down 
of A3, heroic 
theme shows up 
at m.774 
Crescendo at end 








(then F’s, Bb’s) 
was a negative, 
but now a 
positive. 
End of the 
section starts Bb 
pedal (setting up 
Eb later). 
D2b mm.817-847 Maybe Ab on 1st 
phrase, then Db 
on 2nd phrase 
A2 theme in 
woodwind 
More pedal Bb 
phrase 
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(Table 6 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
D2c mm.848-879 Eb major 
(Nielsen wrote 
this in his draft) 
String eighth 
notes die 
off.  Woodwind 
has trill “shape” 
heard in “mad 
fugue” and is an 
outgrowth of the 
evil motive. The 
trill runs go 
against Bb with 
all chromatic 
tones except for 
Bb. The strings 
“are nagging 














D2d mm.880-903 Eb Tonic pedal in 
vln. I makes a 
friend of evil trill 
in first 
movement. A2 
occurs in brass. 
Horn call returns 
with flat 7th. All 
evil is addressed 
in this final 
section. 
Hindsight 
reveals hints at 
Eb in previous 
areas. Cb in 
Bassoons is 






signaled a loss of 
tempo. This is 
the opposite. Eb 
is novel key (at 
this point a fresh 
sound) and could 
reference the 
heroic side of 
this key present 
in symphonic 





Analysis of Compositional Approach 
Michael Fjeldsoe characterizes most of Nielsen’s body of work as highly individualistic 
and melodically diatonic (Fanning D. F., 2012).  He asserts that Nielsen’s body of work “implies 
that the music is not composed with the help of systems or constructional methods” (Fanning D. 
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F., 2012).  Fjeldsoe does balance his view with elements of constructivism that appear in 
Nielsen’s works.  Nielsen finds another word for this confluence of different approaches: 
coherence (Miller, 1995). The composer strove to find the middle ground between “the utmost 
freedom in terms of individual content and the utmost strictness with regard to organicism” 
(Fanning D. F., 2012). This approach seems appropriate considering too much adherence to 
traditional practice would be passé for his era.  The intuitive compositional approach is on full 
display in Nielsen’s autograph score title that reads Vegetatio.  The initial germ of the oscillating 
viola idea does indeed grow and evolve through both movements of the symphony.   Fjeldsoe 
describes this evolution as progressive thematicism (Fanning D. F., 2012).  In this light the return 
of thematic material is like intermittently viewing a plant that expands its fronds with each 
visit.  Fjeldsoe relates that this organic melodic development is deftly coupled with a “strictly 
diatonic principle of construction” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  The principle in this case is the 
repetition of material at an interval of a perfect fourth.  The pitch of C seems to be the horizon as 
the opening idea oscillates from this pitch down to A and the opening bassoon theme that rises 
from the pitch C up a minor third to Eb.  This structure of a central note with a complementary 
minor third extended in either direction is reprised in m.44 when G becomes the new tonal area 
(This time the oscillation is at the level of a perfect fourth).  This pattern continues back up to C, 
and then ventures up to F.  Fjeldsoe states that “this network determines every note in the 
melody” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  These minor third orbits do not fall neatly into major/minor 
tonality.  This seems to exhibit Nielsen’s quest for diatonicism without key signatures.  Fjeldsoe 
demonstrates the element of progressive thematicism by outlining the change in the minor third 
orbit at m.72.  At this point the range is extended a semitone further away from the fixed point of 
G.  This is transposed up a sixth (m.75), and then descends through “the complete network” 
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(Fanning D. F., 2012). This novel approach to diatonicism seems to satiate Nielsen’s “great 
yearning…for freedom” (Fanning D. F., 2012). 
A Comparison with other Repertoire 
 Nielsen’s Fifth is a departure from standard symphonic form in a variety of ways, 
including its two large movements.  The symphonic trajectory is somewhat represented in a 
progression from allegro giusto to adagio in the first half (representing the typical first two 
movements of the standard symphony) and a fast tempo finale.  Nielsen describes this work as a 
“battle between evil and good” (Miller, 1995).  He also stated in less point-blank terms that “A 
title such as ‘Dreams and Deeds’ could maybe sum up the inner picture I had in front of my eyes 
when composing”  (Fanning D. F., 2012).  This mysterious sounding title may reflect the 
composer’s highly intuitive state of mind during the writing of the Fifth Symphony.  Nielsen also 
addressed the two movement approach as an attempt to avoid the composer pitfall “where the 
ideas all too often run out” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  Nielsen avoids this with the aforementioned 
progressive thematicism and what Hans Keller, in his definition of symphonism, calls “a large 
scale integration of contrasts” (Keller, 1987).  David Fanning and Michelle Assay wrote an 
article about Nielsen’s Fifth that conveys the specialness this symphony achieves through a full 
confrontation of these contrasts.  Fanning and Assay mention the fact that “this process is 
sustained without respite across the entirety of the work,” and this unrelenting struggle “makes it 
hard to find parallels even in the works of such kindred spirits in the field of conflictual 
symphonism as Tchaikovsky, Mahler or Shostakovich” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  The fact that 
there are two movements, may further underline this idea of dualism, or two sides pitted against 
one another.  Nielsen intimates as much in his alleged statement to Ludvig Dolleris “If the first 
movement was passivity, [in the second] it is action (or activity) which is conveyed” (Fanning D. 
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F., 2012).  Fanning and Assay further develop this idea of dualistic dialecticism by relating 
Nielsen’s Fifth to other two movement symphonies (with similar aesthetic agendas) such as 
Mahler’s 8th symphony.  The similarities between these works include a pairing of opposing 
forces, yet Mahler is resolute in “confining each element to its respective movement” whereas 
Nielsen integrates the two (Fanning D. F., 2012).  Like Nielsen, Mahler does trace a symphonic 
trajectory of a four-movement symphony into his two large sections.  This work may be the 
closest thing to a predecessor in the repertory as the music scholar Pete Brown only mentions 
Liszt’s Dante Symphony in regards to two movement symphonies (Brown, 2002).  The two-
movement symphony became more common in the twentieth century (Prokofiev’s 2nd, 
Kabalevsky’s 1st and 3rd).  Fanning and Assay report that few of the 20th century two-movement 
symphonies compare in the dualistic nature of Nielsen’s Fifth (Fanning D. F., 2012).  An 
exception to this lack of dualistic similarity is found in works such as Witold Lutoslawski’s 2nd 
Symphony and Michael Tippett’s Third Symphony.  Lutoslawski seems to echo Nielsen’s 
symphonic arc of passivity/activity with his two movements entitled Hesitant and 
Direct.  Lutoslawski mentioned, in a possibly glib fashion, that his use of two movement 
structure arises from a concern for audience’s attention span (Fanning D. F., 2012).  The dueling 
forces in this work are, according to the composer, sonorism and symphonic style.  These terms 
could easily be replaced with Nielsen’s idea of activity and passivity.  The Tippett symphony is 
an even closer relative of Nielsen’s Fifth.  Fanning and Assay point out the repackaging of the 4 
movements into two, and in contrast to Mahler, Nielsen incorporates both dualities (in the case 
arrest and movement) throughout the work (Fanning D. F., 2012).  Other dichotomies in this 
work are pointed out by Ian Kemp such as “music as an unremitting argument and music as 
human expression” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  The use of the word dreams by Nielsen as a potential 
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title for the Fifth implies, in a dualistic sense, its opposite: nightmares.  The entirety of this 
spectrum is played out in Tippett’s finales when he quotes “the ‘Schreckensfanfare’ from 
Beethoven’s Ninth, but substituting a massively painful tripartite blues-an Ode to Sorrow, in 
effect, replacing Beethoven’s Ode to Joy” (Fanning D. F., 2012).  This sense of compromised 
finale is related to Nielsen’s collision of ideas in his finale’s “mad fugue”.  Nielsen’s finale does 
end up confirming a clearer positive result in comparison to Tippett’s “tense balance of 
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CHAPTER 4 
ANALYSIS OF SIXTH SYMPHONY 
 
 Nielsen’s draft for the Sixth Symphony commenced after a sustained period of health 
issues.  The main issue that dogged Nielsen was his bout with angina.  Doctors prescribed more 
rest for the overtaxed composer and even forbade Nielsen from composing for a time (Lawson, 
1997).  Medical advice instead suggested he take up knitting to ameliorate the stress in his life 
(Lawson, 1997).  After Nielsen was given permission to resume composition (sometime in 
1924), he began work on his Sixth Symphony.  Nielsen commented that this work is “a whole 
new symphony of an entirely idyllic character…outside all tastes and fashions” (Lawson, 1997).  
This acknowledgement of the work as a departure for the composer is further reinforced by 
theorists such as Michael Steinberg who wrote that this is “his strangest and most private 
[symphony] the funniest, the grimmest, the most touching” (Steinberg, 1989). The timeline of 
composition may have exacted some influence on the work as the first three movements were 
written almost a year before the finale (Lawson, 1997).  The main reason for the long layoff 
seems to be the number of pressing deadlines for other commissions, but another reason may 
have more to do with Nielsen’s quote that he was waiting “to find the urge and force from 
somewhere” (Lawson, 1997).  In regards to approach for this work Nielsen wrote that in the Fifth 
Symphony, he wanted to “choose something ‘light’ the next time” (Eskildsen, 1999).  This quote 
is open to interpretation, but seems to manifest in the subtitle: Sinfonia Semplice (simple 
symphony).  This subtitle is a bit of a ruse by the composer considering that this symphony 
features some of the densest, most confounding music.  The justification for this moniker may be 
that most of the densest passages are followed by more simple music.  The search for the 
elemental force of life within music, seemingly on display in the Sixth Symphony, may be 
tangentially addressed in an interesting quote from Nielsen “Naturally we know nothing about 
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how music began to manifest itself ages ago, but we are free to imagine the morning-fresh 
amazement and delight the first humans must have felt at the sound of a taut string or the note 
from a pipe or a horn that they have tried to blow air through” (Lawson, 1997).  This same sense 
of wonder described in this quote may have crossed Nielsen’s mind in the course of the writing 
of this work.  He did note the singularity of this work “As far as I can see it will on the whole be 
of a different character than my others…as I know nothing about the currents that can appear 
during the voyage” (Lawson, 1997).  The openness of a seasoned composer to the dynamic 
process of the compositional endeavor is evident from this quote, and may account for his 
inability to describe in great detail what this symphony means.  Another possibility is that the 
composer was intentionally obtuse about the real meaning.  Indeed, Jack Lawson goes so far as 
to accuse Nielsen of concealing a secret program for the work (Lawson, 1997).  This is not 
completely far-fetched, as Nielsen did assign a program to most of his symphonies.  Some 
anecdotes from colleagues do reveal some basis for extramusical readings of this work, and some 
musical analysis is capable of uncovering the ethos of the Sixth Symphony (Miller, 1995). 
Nielsen continued to play defense against the idea of a hidden program when after the première 
he claimed that this work was “absolute music” (Lawson, 1997).  He continued to say that it 
depicted “only purely musical matters” (Lawson, 1997).  The sarcasm and pessimism inherent in 
this symphony may also be expressed in Nielsen’s obstructionist-like explanation.  This very 
well could be the case, for at this time, Nielsen made his infamous quote about wishing he chose 
a more honorable profession (Lawson, 1997).  In this light, Nielsen probably grew tired of 
explaining himself to critics, and also probably questioned the value of their approval.  It is from 
this borderline nihilistic region that I believe this work emanates.   
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Reception and Criticism 
 Most critics reviewing the work before 1950 considered it a failure, or at the very least 
were confused by the work.  Simpson explains many of the peculiarities by forming a musical 
analogue with his health, but the main issue may have been a lack of suitable category for this 
work to fit into.  Jonathan Kramer deems aspects of this work as postmodern (Miller, 1995).  
This term seems premature for a work premiered in 1925, but his reasoning lies in the fact that 
the work routinely dismantles and reconstructs traditional musical practices.  Nielsen takes 
inspiration from a variety of sources, even dipping as far back as pre-Baroque composers.  He 
commented to his daughter in a letter about attempting to achieve the same pure sound as the a 
capella composers (Miller, 1995).  This effort combined with fugal counterpoint and Nielsen’s 
distinctive harmonic flavor throughout the work spurred Kramer to label some of these musical 
juxtapositions as collage technique (a term which is common to postmodern music).  Kramer 
further builds his case for the postmodern descriptor when he writes, “that it does not recognize a 
distinction between vernacular and art music, nor between the vulgar and the sublime.” (Kramer, 
1995)  Regardless of what terms are used to describe this work, it is clear that the composition of 
this symphony was a painstaking process for the composer.  While Nielsen wrote that he “tried 
to make the symphony as lively and gay as possible,” he is also quoted as saying that it was one 
of the most difficult things he had attempted (Lawson, 1997).  Whether that be because of his 
troubling health, or a creative struggle he did not indicate.  He continued to compose for the last 
six years of his life, following the premiere of the Sixth Symphony, so it may be a case of a 
composer who was aware of making his final statement in the symphonic form.  This is 
supported by the fact that no additional symphonic drafts are extant.  Kramer appears to argue 
for the difficulty of the compositional process originating in Nielsen’s personal struggles when 
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he writes “there is an expression of personal suffering that is far more characteristic in the works 
of Gustav Mahler” (Kramer, 1995).  Nielsen did not reveal a plethora of details about his 
process, but he did mention that he sought to reveal the characters of instruments “each 
instrument is like a person who sleeps, whom I have to wake to life” (Lawson, 1997). This is 
reminiscent of his approach for his Wind Quintet from two years earlier.  If the instruments are 
like characters then the question becomes whether this is a tragedy or comedy.  Nielsen 
entertains both of these dramatic possibilities, but the most consistent thematic thread is a tragic 
one, whereby a sense of simple innocence collapses into stormy musical disagreement.  In 
hindsight, much of the innocent figures seem naïve, and therefore even more devastating.  
However, the ending sequence of the symphony may have the final word on the temperament of 
this symphony. 
Note about Sixth Symphony Analysis 
 I will heavily engage Jonathan Kramer’s article entitled “Unity and Disunity in Nielsen’s 
Sixth Symphony”.  I find this article particularly helpful in understanding this work, and plan to 
use it as a guiding force in presenting my own analysis. 
Sixth Symphony Analysis 
 The format for this symphony, as opposed to the Fifth Symphony, is the traditional four 
movements.  Not surprisingly, the adherence to traditional symphonic practice in regards to tonal 
trajectory and formal considerations is less consistent.  The opening movement begins in an 
understated fashion (much like his Fifth Symphony), with a repeated pitch on glockenspiel (on 
dominant of the key center as was the case in much of the Fifth Symphony).  Nielsen often uses 
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metallic percussion as a palette cleanser, or a tonal signpost9. This introduction is a case of the 
latter.  Nielsen is often fond of utilizing ambiguity as a way of energizing the music forward.  
This is on display in the first measure where the glockenspiel is perceived to play on the 
downbeat, but is curiously placed on the third beat.  The “innocent” theme of m.3 in the violins 
is another case of metric disguise.  Kramer argues for this figure to fit better in a 7/8 pattern as 
opposed to the 4/4 pattern that it was written in (Miller, 1995).  Entrances by the woodwinds on 
beat 2 and 4 (m.4-Figure 3) further cloud the pulse (with a figure reminiscent of the Fifth 
Symphony oscillating viola figure), and a true downbeat does not occur until m.8.  
 
Figure 3-Woodwinds enter on weak beats 
The tonal picture is a bit clearer, as long as the listener allows for Nielsen’s penchant for 
flatwards drift.  The key is a clear G major in the innocent theme, and with the addition of Bb 
and F natural, the sonority darkens to G minor.  At m.8 a “skipping”, pastoral theme occurs in 
the violin section.  Kramer points out that “The idea of sequencing-particularly down a step-is 
important in this movement” (Miller, 1995). This sequencing is borne out in the skipping theme 
as it starts on G (m.8), then F (m.11), and finally Eb (m.33).  The theme is pleasant enough, but 
the static buildup of both theme and accompaniment (double reeds) on the repeated notes creates                                                         9 Nielsen uses a suspended cymbal in the Fifth symphony first movement as a symbol of transition. 
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an energetic buildup.  A pitch set (012) is introduced at m.14 (in violins) that will pervade much 
of the symphony, and in fact will outline the harmonic trajectory of the first movement.  The 
skipping theme at m.8 is not exempt for the metrical misdirection either, as the rhythmic 
grouping implies more of a triple meter than the written 4/4 meter.  Another motivic kernel 
destined to be a main character is the chromatic dip in m.77 played by the violins.  Kramer refers 
to this as the “disruption” theme (Miller, 1995).  In this first appearance it interrupts a legato 
string line to bring attention back to a reprise of the skipping theme that is used to leverage 
energy towards the next destination. 
 M.21 features an aspiring Eb major with a new hopeful 025 motive in upper woodwinds.  
Kramer again makes the argument for the 025 rhythm being a case of 3/4 nested in 4/4 (Miller, 
1995).  It may be the case that Nielsen treated time signatures much like key signatures.  The 
parallel is that Nielsen would often leave a key signature in place for a vast majority of a 
movement in which the key signature did not apply.  Another curious musical line appears 
alongside the hopeful theme, which contains both a m3 and m2.  It is not entirely evident what 
harmonic implications are presented by this line, but in m.22 the first violin presents this pattern 
in the context of Eb.  This pattern in Eb creates a flatted 3rd and 7th which is fairly typical for 
Nielsen.  This interesting pattern could also be the fruit of the 012 pitch class seed.  The 
chromatic dip rhythm is used in a diatonic fashion at m.23, which softens its disruptive nature.  
However, three bars later it is in the chromatic version and causing trouble for the hopeful theme 
that is liquidating in mm.27-28 (violin I).  The chromatic dip motivates the action towards a 
fragment of the skipping theme.  It is disfigured metrically, and therefore does not contain the 
same light-hearted nature from before.  Another curious occurrence is that the last pitches this 
figure sound are Ab and F#, which are semitone adjacent to the original key of G.  The 
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composite collection of these notes comprises the 012 motive.  The 3/4 inclination is briefly 
entertained with a couple of bars of triple meter (mm.30-31), but then immediately return the 
skipping theme in the ill-fitting 4/4 (m.33).  The drop in pitch for the theme transmits sense of 
energy loss, as if the upbeat tune is trying to keep up spirits, but is not succeeding.  This drop in 
pitch is also accompanied by a 012 figure in m.34 that further indicate that all may not be well.  
For all the signs of deterioration, Kramer does point out that the return of the skipping theme 
allows the listener to be “relieved to be back in the world of simplicity” (Miller, 1995).  This is 
the first occurrence of the thematic trend of a simpler musical setting following a denser, more 
contentious section.  The skipping theme tonicizes Bb major, which may preview the ultimate 
resting place of the entire symphony.  As the skipping theme approaches liquidation, the 025 and 
012 pitch cells combine to knock the theme off-kilter.  The metallic percussion of the 
glockenspiel is again a harbinger of an approaching new section, as it completes the liquidation 
of the skipping theme (mm.41-42).   A minor third oscillation begins in the cello (m.41), which 
calls to mind the same figure in Nielsen’s Fifth Symphony, which would cause so much grief.  
012 continues to be a formidable figure in this work as the clarinet and cello sounds this again 
which serves to dismantle this section along with the rhythm of the hopeful motive (different 
pitch this time). 
 A fugal section (another example of a clearer texture following a more convoluted 
texture) begins at m.54.  This section is the first of three fugal episodes.  It is worth noting that 
the first three notes of the subject are a 035 pitch cell which is a permutation of the 025 idea.  
The mirror reflection of these two pitch cells is evidence of Nielsen manipulating pitch cells in a 
systematic way.  The straightforwardness of the material is immediately compromised as the 
figure starts a beat late (compared to the beat placement for each of the subsequent entrances) 
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and thereby threatens to produce another case of mistaken identity of meter.  This frustrates the 
fugal energy before it truly begins.  The beat displacement is “corrected” in the cello/bass at the 
anacrusis to m.57.  Kramer notes that the “transpositional levels” are standard issue for fugal 
answers, which alongside the metric readjustment help to allay the energetic disturbance (Miller, 
1995).  Also, Kramer points out a tonal orbit Nielsen establishes in the fugal sections (Miller, 
1995).  This instance features an orbit of a perfect fourth (down a perfect fourth for the first 
answer and up a perfect fourth for the second answer).  This pattern contributes to some sense of 
predictability in these fugal sections.  The 012 motive, played by cello/bass, acts as a change 
agent to welcome in a foil to the simpler music that proceeded.  The next section (starting at 
m.66) features previous motives in a very uncertain tonal landscape.  The main characters in this 
bitonal area include the 025 motive, the minor 3rd/minor 2nd figure, and strands of the fugal 
subject rhythm.  These disparate elements combine to wreak havoc, and raise the dramatic level 
to a fever pitch by m.80.  The inclusion of all the motives in this section make it sound 
developmental, as well do the shifting sands of harmonic motion (E major at m.66, A at m.72, G 
at m.75, F at m.76, and hinting Bb at mm.78-79).  The thematic gestalt of simple followed by 
complex requires a calm to follow this tantrum, which does occur at m.80.  The woodwinds 
deliver on this promise with a soothing, solemn rising fourth eighth note figure that Simpson 
likens to the Easter Island statues (Simpson, 1979).  The calm is not sustainable though because 
of the continued bitonality and interruptions from a number of sections.  The first intruder on the 
calm theme is a circle of 5ths military topic cycle that travels from timpani (on G), to 
glockenspiel (on D), and finally trumpets (on A).  012 also appears in m.83 to further aggravate 
the new theme.  The calm theme is subjected to a number of key centers, oftentimes two keys 
simultaneously.   
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The bitonal areas include C major/E major (m.83-Figure 4), A major/C# major (m.89), F 
major/A major (m.92), and finally G major/B major (m.95).  
 
Figure 4- Bitonality begins with C major/E major 
Other familiar themes like pitch cell 012 (m.94) contribute to the ongoing developmental section.  
The next area (starting at m.98) continues the calm theme, but now in a clearer, if still volatile, 
harmonic context.  Bitonality gives way to singular tonal centers beginning at m.98 (Ab major), 
shifting to F minor (m.104), and Bb minor (m.107).  The stage is crowded with nearly all of the 
musical themes as the 012 enters the fray at m.101 (low strings/bassoon), 025 occurs alongside 
the minor 3rd/minor 2nd in the next measure (m.102), and the fugal subject rhythm is hammered 
starting at the end of m.103.  The frenzy of this developmental section dials down the chaos 
around m.110 as the horn reprises the innocent melody from m.3.  Simpson writes that this is 
anticipated by the falling fourths that start in m.108 (Simpson, 1979).  The 025 motive spurs the 
innocent melody along.  The case of mistaken identity continues though, as innocent melody 
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sounds like an attainment of the early idea, but it is sunk down a semitone seemingly due to all 
the upheaval it has endured.  Another factor may be the Nielsen practice of “flatwards drift” 
which drags the harmonic center through F#, E, A, and D (mm.110-128) (Fanning D. F., 2012).  
A calm theme reenters at m.129 in a subdued E major.  The theme seems damaged (raises a 
minor third instead of the usual perfect 4th), and continues to drop in pitch and energy until it 
settles in D minor at m.140.  The main agitator that contributes to the collapse of the calm theme 
is the military topic ostinato (from m.81, now played by the piccolo).  The piccolo succeeds in 
pulverizing the calm theme by m.140, which clears the way for the second fugal section.  025 
appears as an anacrusis to the subject at m.141.  Beat displacement is an issue once again as each 
subsequent entrance creeps forward a beat, to create a sense of uneasiness.  The harmonic logic 
behind this fugal section, like the first fugal section, is that the answers are tonally equidistant in 
relation to the initial voice.  While the first section featured a tonal orbit of a fourth, this time the 
orbit shrinks to a semitone.  The first three entrances traipse through A minor, G# minor, and Bb 
minor.  These three entrances happen to outline the 012 pitch class which permeates this 
movement.  There is also a fourth answer to the subject at m.148 in C# minor (in bassoon), but 
by this point the musical coherence is unraveling.  Kramer blames the repeated notes of this 
section for the dismantling as they “represent structure before, but now destroy the fugal texture” 
(Fanning D. F., 2012).  There is a tension buildup on static figures such as these, and the 
byproduct of this dramatic pressure is the capitulation into the final extended development 
section (m.152).  Once more, a free-for-all for both themes and tonal centers ensues.  The 
innocent melody fights for oxygen (multiple iterations in this section, starting at m.154), but the 
skipping theme seems determined to suppress the gentle theme.  The struggle between these two 
vying parties starts to lean in favor of the gentle theme when suddenly the calm theme (m.171) 
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delivers a powerful statement in the brass/percussion.  The calm theme is no longer soothing in 
this context.  It’s severe profile signals trouble for this previously restful theme.  Simpson 
extrapolates that this is Nielsen’s attempt to musically represent his heart attacks (Simpson, 
1979).  There are three of these outbursts (m.171, m.176, and the anacrusis to m.181).  The first 
outburst is displayed in Figure 5. 
 
Figure 5- First Outburst (M.171) 
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The tension ratchets up even more with flurries of string notes and woodwind trills.  The upper 
winds try to stabilize the moment with the innocent theme, only to be thwarted each time.  The 
third outburst displays the beat displacement that is so prevalent.  This early entrance underlines 
the fact that this is an intruder.  The tension buildup becomes unbearable by m.187, and the dam 
bursts.  While the orchestration drastically thins at m.187, the agony is maybe more painful as 
oboe and horn sustain bruising minor seconds all the way until m.192.  Simpson likens the dotted 
sixteenth/thirty second note accompaniment figure (in glockenspiel and clarinet) to “irregular 
palpitations” (Simpson, 1979).  The implication is clear with this description, and a musical 
companion to this moment may be Mahler’s Ninth Symphony (Leonard Bernstein proposed that 
the syncopated rhythmic motif is symbolic of Mahler’s irregular heartbeat) (Huscher, 2013).  
The music seems disoriented here, and the low strings attempt to restore order with an innocent 
theme variant.  The idea of order is not convincing as the theme is inflected with the 012 pitch 
set, and the metrical pulse is unclear.  Kramer suggests that this is the “moment of greatest 
ambiguity” (Miller, 1995).  The innocent theme rhythm continues to attempt for a foothold 
around m.194.  The disparate ideas surrounding this attempt tear at the musical fabric, and by 
m.200 (with the low Bb in timpani/bassoon) the collapse is confirmed.  This moment is seminal, 
as it seems to portray Nielsen’s reaction to the trauma that he has experienced.  The answer to 
this crisis seems to be resignation.  There are elements of humor and anger to this reaction 
throughout the symphony, but underneath is this fatalistic rudder.  It is curious that immediately 
after this collapse, that the real identity of the innocent theme is revealed.  At m.204 the theme is 
played in the more suitable 3/4 and in Eb minor, muted, and pianissimo.  This is an example of 
progressive thematicism as the melody has shed layers that did not fit.  If this is the true identity 
of the innocent theme (in a tonal sense), it is a brief glimpse, as the answer to the Eb minor 
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iteration is in F# (m.206 anacrusis).  The metallic percussion (glockenspiel and suspended 
cymbal played with metal wires) signals another transition is afoot.  A winding down of energy 
experiences an about face when low strings enter with a forte dynamic at m.215.  The top cello 
part sounds the innocent theme in D major with support from the 012 in lower viola part.  The 
innocent theme devolves into a sequence of the minor 3rd/minor 2nd (mm.219-224), only to make 
a brilliant recovery at m.227 in the clarinet/horn.  This statement is in E major, about which 
Simpson writes “E is associated with infusion of energy from the beginning of the movement” 
(Simpson, 1979).  Nielsen flattens the third scale degree to G natural in the woodwind answer 
that reveals the tail end of the innocent theme at original pitch (m.228).  The innocent theme 
continues its harmonic wandering (F minor at m.231) as the dotted sixteenth/thirty-second note 
rhythm begins to stir up controversy (in preparation for last fugal area) at m.229.  The familiar 
pitch cell of 025 is permutated in the glockenspiel/woodwinds to finish the drive to fugal area at 
m.237.  This final fugal section is the shortest, as it collapses under its own weight.  Kramer 
identifies this self-destructive streak as thematic when he writes “Passages of disarming 
simplicity and of soaring tension seem forever to disintegrate rather than resolve” (Miller, 1995).  
Even though this section is doomed to unravel, Nielsen still employs the tonal ethos from the two 
previous fugues (symmetrical intervallic distance in the answers to the subject).  The tonal orbit 
at this juncture is a major third on either side of Db.  The first violin begins the subject with an 
octave displacement version of 012 (Db, C, D natural).  The violin is tonally centered around F 
minor (major third above Db), the viola answers in Db minor, and the cello enters in A minor 
(major third below Db).  The activity dissipates as the subject sinks in the quicksand of repeated 
notes.  Simpson notes that the timpani play C and G forcefully to “impose some sort of 
discipline,” but the tonal landscape is unfazed by this attempt. (Simpson, 1979) The next note the 
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timpani plays (G#) seems to have more sway as it acts as the leading tone into the A tonality for 
the closing section.  The strings are liquidating the repeated note figures, which help to relax the 
pent-up tension introduced in the final fugal section.  The trouble with the timpani G# is that it 
continues to hold for the duration of the “settling into A” (Simpson, 1979).  Although, given the 
mistaken identity theme up to this point, the G# could be a disguised enharmonic to the Ab 
section that concludes the movement.  Simpson mentions the C# minor chord at m.257 as a 
“compromise chord” (Simpson, 1979).  Simpson coins this term because the C# minor chord can 
function in A and Ab minor (as a respelled Db minor chord).  The violins delicately emerge from 
this chord with an Ab minor innocent theme that is infused with 025 motives, and finish with the 
012 pitch cell.  While tonal centers are boggling at times, the argument for progressive 
thematicism in motivic development seems pretty clear.  The Ab minor brightens to Ab major 
which may suggest some meaning in the tonal trajectory of this movement.  First of all, the 
opening (G major), horn reclamation of the innocent theme (F# major), and closing section (Ab 
minor/major) combine to form the pitch set of 012.  This reveals an organic symmetry at both the 
macro and micro level.  Another conclusion that can be drawn is that this return to so near the 
home key is a sense of false wellbeing.  In other words, the headwinds that the innocent themes 
encounter change them in a fundamental way.  It is clear by this point that the naivety is removed 
from the theme that sounded so cloudless in the third measure.  Kramer writes that the closing 
section starting at m.257 “resolves a period of instability that started at m.215” but that it is still 
“not a large scale resolution” (Miller, 1995).  So, the fact that the original theme is sounded in a 
tonally stable major key answers the question of the shifting harmonic region at the end of this 
movement, but does not answer the bigger question of collapse that occurs throughout the entire 
movement. 
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Table 7- Symphony Six- Movement I 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
 mm.1-20 G (Bb’s used) 
drifts flatwards, 
and includes 
F naturals. This 
points towards 
G minor 
Bells are on 
dominant 










low string at 
m.14. Bassoon 
surrounds Bb at 
m.19 (uses 012), 
and features 











from F#, G, Ab 
idea of Simpson 
played at m.14 
 mm.21-32 Eb Fl/Cl play 
hopeful lick 








adjusted form at 
m.22 (M3/m2 
pattern). 
Chromatic dip is 
at m.26. This 






at m.29 over b6 
harmony. 
Pastoral rhythm 
happens on Ab 
and F# in 
mm.30-31 
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(Table 7 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
 mm.33-40 Eb This section 
features the 
resumption of the 
pastoral 012 
motive in m.34-
35. Bb emerges 
at m.37. M.40 
features 012 
motive and 025 
reappears. Bass 
line related to 
M3/m2 pattern. 
“Relieved to be 
back in the world 
of simplicity” 
(Miller, 1995) 
 mm.41-53 Eb hints Bb at 
m.44, G at m.48. 










version. It is on 
the same pitch as 
the original. 
M.49 features Bb 
tonality. 012 is at 
m.50 vla/vlc..  
The orbit idea is 
present in this 
section. 
Fugato 
(1 of 3) 
(lasts 12 bars) 
“normal” 
transpositional 
levels of a 4th/5th  
mm.54-65 E minor. G 
minor 
entertained 
briefly at m.62 
The first entrance 
of the theme 
features metric 
displacement 
(starts on the 
upbeat of 1). 035 
to start in Vln. I. 
this theme is 
passed to 
Cello/Bass (now 
up a P5), then 
Vln. 2 plays this 




012 motive in 
bass. 
3 entrances of 
voices. 1st answer 
is a 4th up and the 
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(Table 7 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
Development mm.66-79 E major, A at m. 
72, G at m. 75, F 
at m. 76 hinting 
toward Bb. 
Bitonality starts 







 mm.80-98 C, A, F, G M.80 violin 
theme flips the 
first two notes of 
the original 
theme. “Easter 
Island” theme at 
m.80 in C. M.83 
012 idea . 
(Simpson, 1979) 
Stabbings of Ds 
of bells at m.83. 
Island theme in 
A at m.89. Bb of 
vln.’s points out 
error of 
bitonality (m.92) 
but is dismissed. 
Island theme in F 
version at m.92. 
012 recurs at 
m.94. Island 
theme in G 






C/E, then A/C#, 
then F/A, then 
G/B. Simpson 
says F/A should 
be Gb/Bb. 
(Simpson, 1979) 
 mm.98-110 Ab, F minor at 
m.104, Bb minor 
at m.107 
“Island” motive 
is combined with 
025 motive. 
M.101 features 
012 in low 
instruments. 025 
occurs at m.108. 
Horn at m.108 
confirm Bb key 
center. 
Violins go to F at 
m.103 (hinting 
Bb?) then do 012 
idea. 
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(Table 7 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 





in Horn at m.111 
(anticipated by 
the falling 4th’s 
in WW previous 
to m.111). 
Accompaniment 
by 025 idea at 
m.118. 012 
occurs in low 
strings at m.122 
F# is often 
mistaken as 
home key at this 
reprise of the 
innocent phrase. 
 mm.129-140 E, D minor 
(m.140) then A 
major 
Similar figure to 
“island” theme. 
025 at pickups to 
m.141 
Falling fourth in 
bells 
Second Fugue 




mm.140-151 Entrances of 
fugal idea are in 
A minor, G# 
minor (2nd), Bb 





is displayed in 





but now destroy 
fugal texture 
(m.149) 
4 solo winds 
with no string 
support. The 
keys of fugal 
answers are now 
a semitone away 




mm.152-170 Ab, F (m.154), D 
(m.156), B 
(mm.159-160), 
Eb, Bb hint at 
m.170 
Original melody 
in viola, 025 in 
flute at m.152. 
Pastoral 
galloping phrase 
in upper strings 
at m.153.  
Transitional 
sextuplets occur 
in strings then Eb 
version of 
original melody 
at m.168 then Bb 
version 
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(Table 7 continued) 
 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
 mm.171-186 Eb “Island” theme in 
low brass. 
Original theme in 
horn at m.173 
then flute. 012 
occurs in m.183. 
 
Simpson relates 





in this section 
 mm.187-203 Ab, Eb minor. 
2nd violin enters 







At M.189 vla/vlc 
trace 012 melody 
(This melody 
comes back in 
the Bassoon at 
m.263. There are 
elements of 025 
in m.195. M.198 
is 025 again. 
Low Bb in 











calls this section 









played in Eb 
minor (1st 
violin.) then 
answered in F# 
major in 2nd 
violin. 012 
motive reappears 
at this point. 
Music 
approaches Bb at 
m.214 but then 
evades it. 
 mm.215-227 D, intimates Bb 
at m.222, then E 





in cello.  
Diminished scale 
idea at m.219 
(then again at 
m.222, m.224) 
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(Table 7 continued) 
Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
 mm.227-236 E major, F minor 
at m.231, flirts 




is in the Horn, 




do F minor 
version. Dotted 
32nd note pattern 
reenters at m.233 
025 in reverse at 
m.234 (bells etc.) 
Third Fugue 
(last 8 bars) 
(Entrances orbit 
M3 around Db) 
mm.237-251 F minor, Viola 
implies Db minor 
(m.238), Cello 
entrance on A 
minor, Violin 2 
implies B (may 
be minor at 
m.239). These 
key centers are 
more static and 
fleeting. 














motive at m.245.  
Timpani play C 
& G to “impose 
some sort of 
discipline” 
(Simpson), but 
then confuses the 
tonal landscape 
with a G# at 
m.248. Fugal 
lines are less 
melodic and 
more static. 
 m. 252-265 “Settling into A” 
(Simpson) G# in 
timpani is 
troubling. C# 
minor chord is 
“compromise 
chord” as G#/Ab 
is dominant of 
the chord. Ab 
minor/major at 
m.257 ends on 
Ab major which 
is uneasy 
resolution. It is 
“not a large scale 
resolution” 
(Miller, 1995) 
012 is featured in 
woodwinds/horn, 
and innocent 
melody occurs at 




the violin phrase 




of instability that 
started at m.215. 
Strings are 
liquidating. Bells 
end up on Eb (a 
half step up from 
opening D). G is 
not recaptured. 
The use of 3/4 
time signature  
could signal that 
the original 
meter of the 
innocent theme 
was a metrical 
smokescreen. 
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One response to failure is humor, which is what Nielsen explores in movement II: 
Humoreske.  It represents a state of musical denial, as it attempts to shrug off the lingering defeat 
of the first movement.  Kramer describes this movement as “a bitterly sardonic non-sequitur, a 
quirky little number that seems not to contribute at all to the search for stability” (Miller, 1995). 
Like the happy resolution to the wrong key at the end of the first movement, this movement is a 
diversion.  Motivic unity is immediately evident as the piccolo and bassoon team up to sound a 
comical 012 motive that explores the outer reaches of each instrument’s range.  Triangle, snare, 
and glockenspiel seem to make a mockery of the winds as they precede each wind entrance with 
a ridiculous air.  The ascending minor 9th (part of 012 pitch class) in the piccolo at mm.8-9 is a 
striking motive that is featured throughout the movement.  The harmonic picture is not 
particularly suggestive of any key center until mm.23-25 when Bb is implicated when most of 
the chord members of an F7 are sounded.  The minor 9th is reprised here at m.23 (Figure 6) as 
part of a new 016 descending woodwind motive.  The glockenspiel seems to confirm the Bb 
tonality with alternating Bb and Eb pitches at mm.27-28, but this is revealed as false hope in the 
next measure.  At m.29 the clarinet enters with what Simpson calls an “ugly twisted subject” 
(Simpson, 1979).  Kramer points out that this tune is particularly frustrating because just when 
harmonic identity began to surface (mm.23-28), this theme denies the Bb arrival (Miller, 1995).  
Kramer enumerates a number of reasons why this theme is so destructive to the harmonic 
expectation, which include: the abundance of whole tone/semitone figures, frequent skips that do 
not outline arpeggios, and the 016 trichords (Miller, 1995).  This denial of completing the 
musical thought is a carryover from movement I where cases of this (e.g. fugues that 
disintegrate) abound.  It also could be a case of superimposing a set of harmonic expectations on 
a work that is not organized in this fashion.  Kramer entertains this notion when he writes that  
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Figure 6- Minor 9th motive at m.23 
this is “a music of intervals, interval complexes, tri-chords, near chromatic completions, etc., 
more than it is a music of roots, triads, or harmonic progressions” (Miller, 1995).  So, while 
traditional harmonic analysis may reveal the ethos of musical collapse and denied expectation, 
this is another useful lens in which to view this unique movement.  The clarinet theme transfers 
to the bassoon at m.34, while the clarinet begins a freewheeling chromatic counterpoint.  Even 
though whole tone scale fragments are widespread, an attempt for Bb is made at m.38.  The 
frustration created by the attempt to reach this key will eventually, in the last note of the 
symphony, be rewarded, but here again it is thwarted.  Percussion continues to interject potshots 
at the proceedings to keep the humor ever present.  Simpson writes that “more confusion 
gathers,” as the clarinet theme is treated canonically (Simpson, 1979).  After eleven measures of 
this treatment, the percussion reassert themselves as primary players in this movement.  The 
glockenspiel will not accept the denial of Bb (continues to redirect towards an expected Bb 
 163  
arrival), and unpitched percussion present a military topic that segues to the next theme.  The 
parody seems obvious here as the triangle mimics the cadence of the snare drum.  The boldness 
associated with this trope is cheapened by the choice of the triangle.  The caricatures do not end 
here as the new clarinet theme at m.68 pokes fun at the innocent theme.  If the mocking nature of 
this theme is not initially obvious, then the trombone “yawns of contempt” surely drive home 
this fact (Simpson, 1979).  Simpson also points out that the accompaniment is louder than the 
melody at this point, which adds more to the topsy turvy feeling (Simpson, 1979).  Nielsen treats 
the initial key of F# major to flatwards drift, through E major (m.77), and D minor (m.88) by 
which time the clarinet reprises the parody theme.  This drift would eventually point towards Bb, 
which it attempts to do at m.104, but instead resorts to the relative major (F) of D minor.  The 
bassoon starts a vigorous farce of a line at m.105 (in F), which encounters the almost forgotten 
012 motive in upper woodwinds.  This signals the return of the minor 9th motive, which figures 
heavily beginning at m.114.  This begins a chaotic section, in which the trombones glissandos 
“do nothing to allay a sense of panic” (Simpson, 1979).  Once again, the glockenspiel attempts to 
right the ship towards Bb at m.120, but it is instead directed toward F after a brief reminder of 
the minor 9th theme, and the parody theme (earlier in the clarinet) is sounded in the bassoon and 
piccolo.  The pairing, like much of this movement, is absurd.  A 012 motive bridges to an 
interesting occurrence immediately following this mismatched duet: Nielsen includes a passage 
that he would quote three years afterwards in his clarinet concerto (mm.126-129).  The 
gravitational pull of Bb is felt around m.130, but rejects this key for Ab.  This key is unstable 
though, as a descending line in clarinets (in perfect fourths) creates tonal confusion.  The 
percussion energizes the texture with military topic snare, which is underlined by triangle and 
glockenspiel.  This spurs the tempo forward to a marked allegro at m.152.  This sets up a 
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liquidation of both the parody theme and the snare military topic.  At the end of the movement 
the clarinets (with staggered entrances) hold an E for over 20 measures.  Kramer identifies this 
long held note as a “fitting conclusion to a movement that reveled in the bizarre” (Kramer, 
1995).  An interesting note regarding key center is that it closes in A, a semitone shy of the oft-
implicated Bb.  This is similar to the first movement ending a semitone away from the expected 
key.  This movement achieves its stated purpose, implied by the subtitle Humoreske, by defying 
expectation in a number of amusing ways.  It also seems to go a step further by adding a dark 
sarcasm that is evident in figures like the trombone smears.  Jack Lawson, a biographer of 
Nielsen, opined that this movement might have expressed Nielsen’s contention that art music at 
this time had become a cynical art form (Lawson, 1997). 
Table 8- Symphony 6- Movement II 
Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
mm.1-32 Ab minor? (this 
follows 
if initial material is 
considered a 
continuation of the 
previous movement.) 
Bb is hinted at 
mm.23-25 
First 3 pitches of 
movement are 012 as 
Percussion creates 
parody. Minor 9th 
reappears in m.23. 
012 finishes the 
clarinet theme at 
m.32. The m.29 
clarinet theme is 
referred to by 
Simpson as “ugly 
twisted subject”. 
(Simpson, 1979) This 
subject does not aid in 
determining a key. 
The M.29 melody 
exhibits 026 before 
“fixing” it to 016 at 
the downbeat of 
M.31. 
The clarinet theme 
does not aid in 
determining a key 
because it involves  
1. whole tones 
and semitones 
2. Frequent skips 
that do not 
correspond to 
arpeggios. 
3. 016 trichords 
mm.33-41 B implied by bells? 
Whole tone 
fragments.  
Clarinet theme in 
bassoon at m.34 
M.38 almost lands in 
Bb, but B natural 
spoils this arrival at 
the end of this area. 
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(Table 8 continued)  
 
Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
mm.42-87 “more confusion 
gathers”, at which 
point the glock 
indicates Bb, followed 
by F# at m.68.  This 
shifts to E by m.77. 
Clarinet theme in 
canon and in sequence 
between 
clarinet/bassoon. 
Clarinet new theme at 
m.68 (caricature of 
innocent melody) 
Military rhythms 
leads to new theme. 
Trombone plays 
“yawns of contempt” 
and accompaniment is 
louder than melody. 
mm.88-104 D minor. E major (m. 
96) hints Bb in m. 
104, but then goes to 
F instead. 
Clarinet parody theme  
mm.105-119 Tonal wandering 
which veers towards 
Bb in the next 
measure 
012 theme, canon in 
clarinet 
Trombone glisses “do 
nothing to allay a 
sense of panic” 
(Simpson, 1979) Peter 
and the Wolf quotes 
mm.110-113 (Miller, 
1995) 
mm.120-136 Bb evaded here. 
Tonality goes to F at 
m.126. Flirts with Bb 
at m.130 
Original clarinet 
melody parody at 
m.122. 012 theme at 
m.124 
mm.126-130 is quoted 
in Nielsen’s Clarinet 
Concerto. 
mm.137-151 Ab? 012 motive is in 
piccolo. Clarinets 
descend in perfect 
fourths. 
 
mm.152-180 A Liquidation of parody 
theme. Military topic 
fades out. Long 
clarinet E (mm.158-
179) is “fitting 
conclusion to a 
movement that 
reveled in the bizarre” 
(Miller, 1995) 
Trombone quits the 
glissandos by this 
point. 
  
 The third movement, entitled Proposta Seria, acts as a counterbalance to the Humoreske.  
The gravity of this movement is evident immediately due to the E minor key, slow plodding 
tempo, and fugal texture.  Like the first movement, an entrance of the celli on a weak beat clouds 
the metric picture.  This is not the only similarity with the first movement as Kramer writes that 
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the “expressive paradigm returns to its first movement form” (Miller, 1995).  The orbit of fugal 
answers, like the first movement is symmetrical (a fourth above and below the starting pitch of 
E).  Another proclivity of this movement, like the previous movement, is an attraction to the Bb 
tonal center.  The subject, introduced by the cello, starts on a high range B3 which traverses ten 
beats of a bold E minor.  The answer, a perfect fourth above, is presented by the violin (anacrusis 
of m.4 on E), and then violas join at m.6 on a fourth below the starting pitch (F#).  The paradigm 
of this symphony dictates some form of failure to launch, and this occurs in the lack of a clear 
fourth fugal answer.  Each previous subject last exactly ten beats, but there is no sign of a fourth 
entrance after the viola plays ten beats.  Kramer suggests that the answer may be in the viola 
itself three beats later (Miller, 1995).  The C# does fit the profile of descending a fourth from the 
previous answer, and resembles the subject very little, as it lingers on a perfect 4th leap that hints 
at Bb.  Out of this ambiguity rises a fortissimo high Ab4 (in the second violin), which dispels the 
fugal texture.  Kramer points out that this high Ab could be considered a fifth answer, occurring 
a perfect 4th below if respelled, but this high Ab does not attempt to revisit the subject (Miller, 
1995).  The mockery of fugal counterpoint is once again victorious.  The second violin eschews 
the fugal route for a chromatic exploration of pitches between B3 and F3.  Kramer notes that the 
melodic bridge, played by the second violins, to this section sounds every note, except for Bb.  
The state of musical denial strengthens the desire for this elusive key.  As the second violins 
traverse the chromatic figure (Kramer notes that no sequence is ever repeated in this nearly 
eleven-measure escapade), a surprising thing happens: the fugal subject returns in the horn  
(Kramer, 1995).  It is answered four beats later in the bassoon, but quickly reveals itself to be an 
imposter of another fugal section as it devolves nine measures later (m.24).  This second collapse 
is populated by the 012 pitch cell which helps to snuff out this false promise.  The trapped 
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energy of the rising fourth in the viola (mm.10-13) is transformed into a flute theme at the end of 
m.24.  The flute completes its new idea with the familiar 012 cell at m.29. 
 The fugal theme rears its head in the first and second violins at m.29.  The expectation of 
collapse is assumed at this point, and after a low string answer at m.31, the expectation is 
fulfilled.  By m.37 the low strings die away as they sound a descending fourth.  This descending 
fourth seems to represent an entrapment of forward progress throughout most of the movement 
(started at m.10 in viola).  Other devices that reveal a blockage of progress in this failed section 
include the low string answer on the same pitch as the fugal subject started (as if it is 
immobilized), and the revisit of the B-F chromatic weaving of the violins.  The frozen progress 
in the violins is due to the tri-tone range that it cannot escape for this section (mm.32-36).  This 
descending fourth motive segues smoothly into the fourth dominated flute theme.  The fourth 
theme is complicated by a bitonal shadow in the clarinet at m.36.  A canonical answer to the flute 
is sounded in the bassoon four beats later (m.37).  This instance of counterpoint suffers the same 
fate as all the previous occurrences.  A faint echo of the subject is played by the horn at ppp 
(m.39), but it stagnates as before.  This trapped possibility is reinforced by the supporting B-F 
figure, which reappears in the strings.  This inescapable vortex of static tension is finally driven 
home by the return of the falling fourth idea at m.41.  Simpson makes note of a harmonic 
manifestation of the 012 motive regarding the last three keys of A, Bb, and Ab.  The quartal and 
quintal harmony provide some mystery about the exact key center at the conclusion of the 
movement.  Kramer suggests that this creates an unsatisfactory ending, which is fitting for 
another movement featuring dashed expectations.  The last measure ends on an open fifth of Db 
and Ab in the strings.  In the last sixteenth note of this last measure the low strings dip to C to 
create a first inversion Ab major dyad.  The metric placement, inversion, and dynamic (pppp) 
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undercut its sense of completion.  It is worth noting as well that Ab is the same final key as the 
other paradigm of failure movement (Movement I).  
Table 9- Symphony 6- Movement III  
Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
mm.1-13 E minor, A major 
at m.6, near D 
in m.10, moving  
toward Bb. Ab  
redirects the motion at 
m.12 
Cello subject, then 
violin, then viola,  
Oscillating 4ths (from 
last movement).  
012 motive at mm. 
12-13 (violin 2). 
Kramer writes that the 
Ab is a continuation 
of the Bb to Eb leap in 
Violin I. Ab is also 
logical since the fugal 
entrances (starting 
with the 3rd) enter at 
F#, then C#, which set 
up another fifth leap 
to G# (Ab). 
Kramer writes that the 
“expressive paradigm 
returns to its first-
movement form.” 
(Miller, 1995) 
mm.14-22 B-F chromatic 
Pitch collection. E or 
B tonal center at m.19 
Violin 2 explores B to 
F pitch collection. 
If the lead-in at m.13 
is included the only 
note not included is 
Bb (state of tonal 
denial). Fugue subject 
stars in Horn/Bassoon 
at m.15. Violin II is 
an impediment to 
fugal progress. 
No sequence is ever 
repeated in this 
section. Loss of fugal 
texture is achieved. 
mm.23-28 B major, then Ab at 
m.25, and finally Ab 
major/minor 
2nd horn plays a figure 
similar to the fugal 
subject. New Flute 
theme at m. 25. This 
theme arises out of 
perfect 4th theme from 
mm. 10-12. This 
theme is treated 
canonically from 
mm.24-26 (Clarinet 
then Bassoon) and 
012 is prominent 
throughout. 
Kramer writes that 
canon is promising 
from a stabilizing 
standpoint, but it fails 
to sustain. B-F pitch 
class appears in 
Violin 2. 
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(Table 9 continued)  
 
Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
mm.29-39 A major momentarily, 
then Bb major at m.30 
becomes tonal center 
around m.31, and 
holds F/Ab bitonality. 
M.39 sets up 
dominant of Bb (b6 in 
Horn) 
012 in flute, fugal 
subject in violins at 
m.29 (This fugal 
attempt also collapses 
even as low strings 
attempt the subject at 
m.31), flute triplet 
theme at m. 36 on 
Fl/Cl (bitonal) 
B-F pitch set still has 
not repeated a 
sequence of notes. 
mm.40-50 2nd violins work 
towards Bb in m.41. 
Ab starts around m. 
44. Bb and A are also 
featured which creates 
a 012 harmonic 
palette. The last two 
harmonies are Ab/Db 
and Ab/C, which 
indicate resolution, 
but it is not 
conclusive. 
B-F pitch cell 
(Simpson calls 
protest). Fugal subject 
appears initially in 
Horns, but it 
stagnates. The next 
fugal subject is at 




harmony at the end is 
unsatisfying. Ending 
in a questionable Ab 
could reference the 




 The fourth movement is, according to Jack Lawson, the “most thinly concealed 
autobiographical statement” (Lawson, 1997).  It is a theme and variations that deals with many 
of the issues of the symphony: the paradigm of failure, the elusive key of Bb, and Nielsen’s 
reaction to his health issues.  This wide range of topics led Kramer to comment that the “last 
movement is so disparate that it could almost be a series of independent pieces” (Miller, 1995).  
The movement initiates with a furious upper woodwind flurry that utilizes the metric disguises 
featured at the beginning of the other movements.  The metrical ambiguity is complimented by 
harmonic ambiguity as the woodwinds outline various arpeggiated sixteenth note figures.  
Kramer identifies these descending arpeggiated lines, started in m.2, as motivically salient.  
Another characteristic of this opening flourish is the recurrence of three repeated notes followed 
(eventually) by two repeated notes.  This could be another case of containers for trapped 
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progress, like the previous movement.  The key centers explored in this movement include: A 
major, D major, A minor, B major, A minor, G major, and finally E minor.  The sixteenth notes 
lose steam starting at m.9, and liquidate to quarter notes by the fermata at m.113.  The last two 
notes of the flute opening and first bassoon note of the theme (m.14) create the omnipresent 012 
pitch cell.  The sixteen-measure theme is started by the bassoon (mm.14-29).  The marked key 
signature is two flats (presumably Bb), but Simpson states that the bassoon is in a state of denial 
in regards to Bb. (Simpson, 1979) Simpson points out that all 12 pitch classes are stated in this 
theme, but it is not serial. (Simpson, 1979) Kramer identifies a pattern in the theme in which the 
musical idea is stated, contrasting idea is explored, and then the original musical idea is stated on 
a different pitch level. (Miller, 1995) Familiar ideas from previous movements occur in the 
theme, and seem to represent entropy.  The main purveyors of this element are the falling fourth 
(mm.15-17), and the repeated notes (m.23, m.25), both of which were active in the third 
movement.  The harmonic picture is a clear Bb for the first two measures of the theme (mm.14-
15), but experiences flatwards drift to Eb (mm.20-21), and then harmonic splintering via the 
descending arpeggios.  The paradigm of failure, equated with loss of progress, is somewhat 
tempered by the closing idea of the theme which is a condensation of the theme’s opening 
measures. 
 The first variation is regarded by Kramer as a section that does “adhere quite closely to 
the theme and is sufficiently tame” (Miller, 1995).  The 012 pitch cell is prevalent through this 
variation, and the Bb tonal center is not avoided as before.  To this point, Simpson identifies that 
the A natural in the original theme is raised to A# (m.36) in this variation (Simpson, 1979).  The 
A# is then respelled as Bb in m.41 when the bassoons hammer away at a root position Bb major 
chord.  The 016 pitch cell answers this emphatic arrival on Bb, which is passed around the winds 
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before the variation ends the section with an exact replica of the concluding measure of the 
theme.  The Nielsen penchant for pairing instruments in their extreme ranges is present in this 
concluding measure as the oboe and bassoon sound the theme at the furthest reaches of each of 
their respective ranges.  The effect is a comical one, and signals a good-natured acceptance of the 
Bb conclusion.  Variation II dismisses the acceptance of Bb with an immediate redirection of the 
horns into a C major/D minor area.  There is an intruder for this variation in the form of an A-Bb 
trill that Kramer terms a “grotesque interruption” (Miller, 1995).  The grotesque nature is 
achieved by the dynamic (ff), and the bizarre pairing of instruments/ranges.  In this instance the 
second flute combines with the low horns to create havoc.  The horns attempt the calming 
version of the theme, but are again rebutted by the intruder.  The response to this denial is the 
musical limbo figures like the falling fourth (oboe at m.54), and repeated notes (all woodwinds at 
m.55).  The 016 motive breaks this stalemate at the anacrusis to m.58, which spawns imitation of 
this pitch cell until another emphatic Bb is sounded by the horns.  This resolute finish on the Bb 
may reveal that the A-Bb trill intruder was not the uninvited guest, but the host. 
 Unlike variation II, variation III retains the Bb tonality from the section that precedes it.  
In typical Nielsen fashion the sixth and seventh degrees are eventually lowered, and chromatics 
disguise the key center.  Simpson notes that the first eight bars of the theme are expanded to 
twenty-one bars in this first violin variation (Simpson, 1979).  The violin-driven theme’s 
progress is stymied by the repeated F naturals, and “never recovers melodic impulse” (Miller, 
1995).  The entrance of second violin on a transposed (down a whole step) first violin idea 
reveals two things: this is a fugal area, and the whole step relationship is important.  The 
majority of the symphony explores dysfunctional forms and this area is no exception.  For 
instance, when the second violins enter on a repetition, the firsts continue to develop the theme, 
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and by doing so ignore their fugal duty.  This instance caused Kramer to identify this as a 
“parody of a fugue” (Miller, 1995).  Kramer also felt the extension of the theme contributed to 
this parody as the variation is “absurdly long” (Miller, 1995).  The 012 idea is featured 
throughout, and the whole step motion returns with arpeggiated descents (mm.89-93).  After a 
seeming liquidation of the two voices, a very tardy third entrance begins in the strings.  This is a 
deceiving third entrance as it plays only four notes before the beginning of the variation IV 
interrupts it.  Kramer comments that the “fugal texture” leaves at this point (m.123) (Miller, 
1995).  The interesting conflict with this variation is the simultaneous meters of 2/4 and 6/8.  The 
crosscurrents of these two meters (starting at m.123) creates a tension that does not ease until 6/8 
becomes the agreed upon meter at m.127.  This variation reprises the repeated note figure, only 
this time the tension is ratcheted up by a half step (B major).  The 012 pitch cell contributes to a 
chromatic section from mm.123-127.  In a move that is contrary to the bizarrely extended 
previous variation, the penultimate measure of this variation (mm.131-132) condenses the last 
five measures of the theme down to two. 
 The fifth variation gives us a brief glimpse of Bb, with the statement of a 0245 pitch cell.  
This is immediately challenged by a B major surge in the upper woodwinds/horns.  This seems 
to impact the 0245 cell as it is now stated a whole step down in Ab (m.139).  While this pitch 
cell is sounded in the bassoon/horn, the upper strings “tear hectically at a group of alien notes 
clustered around A and B” (Simpson, 1979).  This harmonic collision prompted Kramer to claim 
that the variation “suggests bitonality at times” (Miller, 1995).  Order is restored in m.148 when 
the 0245 motive is sounded in the original Bb.  The variation concludes with the “alien notes” of 
the upper strings churning restlessly, and an extended standing on the dominant in the rest of the 
orchestra.   
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 The sixth variation is characterized as an “urbane waltz” (Miller, 1995).  Even though 
this variation may stay most loyal to the original theme, there are some peculiarities.  The key 
does seem to adhere to Bb (with flatted 7th), but Simpson notes a “reluctance to cadence in Bb” 
(Simpson, 1995).  The denial of this key is almost thematic at this point.  The 012 pitch cell is 
never far away in this symphony, and this variation features it at mm.169-171.  This cluster of 
semitones may represent some fostering of potential progress, which is further reinforced by the 
repeated note figures that start at m.186.  Kramer also points to a seeming confusion of harmonic 
direction when stating that dominant harmony is superimposed on subdominant harmony from 
mm.170-172.  012 returns to stir up harmonic interest from mm.200-208, which leads to another 
metric contradiction: 2/8 vs. 3/8.  This occurs in m.210 and pits the flute/piccolo 2/8 idea against 
the rest of the orchestra.  In the same manner that Nielsen shrugs off the serious fugal sections of 
previous movements, he does not resolve this tension but instead parodies the waltz theme in the 
piccolo (m.226).  In addition the key is not regained, but surpassed by a half step (B major).  
This is similar to the first movement ending a semitone higher than the home key.  The tonalities 
of Bb and B will continue their struggle in the next variation. 
 The seventh variation begins in a Bb tonality for brass, and B major for the other voices.  
The conflict also continues in the metrical sense.  The metrical confusion actually increases in 
this variation as a third (and possibly 4th if you separate woodwinds/strings) layer of meter is 
added.  The trombones forge valiantly ahead with a 4/16 version of the theme, as woodwind and 
strings continue in 3/8 (even if they disagree on where the downbeat is), and percussion presents 
a 2/8 idea.  Kramer aptly observes that “the variation will not allow a single metre to sound 
unobstructed” (Miller, 1995).  As the trombones destroy the waltz feel, the woodwinds and 
strings tear at the harmonic fabric with 012 statements.  Fragments of the waltz theme emerge 
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piece by piece, which leads to a triumphant full-throated reprise at m.262.  The return of the 
theme is a half step high as the return to a theme at the original pitch continues to be problematic.  
The first measure of the waltz theme is morphed into a 012 pitch cell.  This signals a repeated 
note section (in Db minor) that is driven by the timpani.  The hope of progress is contained in 
this tonic note played by the timpani, until it is released sixteen measures later (m.282) in a leap 
to F natural.  The metric dissonance is solved by this point, and a liquidation of the timpani 
rhythm and a 012 pitch cell conclude the variation. 
 The eighth variation is reminiscent of the third movement in its self-serious tone.  Kramer 
claims that his newfound gravitas promotes a “false sense of wellbeing” (Miller, 1995).  His 
justification for the inauthenticity of this dirge is the constant interruptions in the flutes and 
glockenspiel that prevent any sense of calm.  As is the case with most of the tumultuous areas of 
this symphony, the 012 pitch class is active.  Bb minor is the initial tonality and after a foray into 
Eb major/G minor, it cadences in Bb minor by m.307.  Elements of frozen progress abound in 
this variation including a rising fourth in the glockenspiel (mm.298-307, reminiscent of the pedal 
D to F in the first movement of Nielsen’s Fifth Symphony), and a plethora of repeated notes in 
the mm.303-304 section. 
 The final variation, variation IX, is a harkening back to the percussion-heavy second 
movement.  The intent of this variation is revealed in a statement from Nielsen that described it 
as “death knocking at the gate” (Lawson, 1997).  The confrontation between Nielsen and his 
mortality is in full view for this area.  Lawson compares the musical elements to dramatic 
characters that illustrate Nielsen’s personal struggle.  The bass drum represents death knocking, 
the xylophone represents death itself (not unlike the xylophone excerpt from Saint-Saens Danse 
Macabre), and the low D in tuba as a black void (Figure 7) (Boyd, 2015).  
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Figure 7- Variation 9 excerpt 
The theme is a bare outline and familiar accompaniments appear such as the trapped fourth (in 
xylophone), and 012 in tuba (m.321).  The idea of parody is on full display, evidenced by the 
quirky orchestration, and incomplete musical thoughts.  Some resolution is afoot though as Bb is 
heavily tonicized from mm.314-324.  The brooding low D in tubas that seems to express the 
most complete collapse of the entire work is immediately contradicted by an optimistic fanfare at 
m.325.  Kramer characterizes this eight-measure fanfare as a non sequitur, but its sudden 
enthusiasm could represent Nielsen’s resolute rejection of the encroaching death of the previous 
variation.  The meaning of the hitherto avoided Bb tonality is also raised by this fanfare.  These 
eight bars are in a clear Bb major, and the implication of this key may be one of life affirmation 
(even in the face of imminent death).  The harmonic structure is somewhat clouded by the end of 
the eight measures as both dominant (Brass and Oboe) and subdominant (woodwind trills) 
harmonies are simultaneously sounded.  A brisk coda ensues that centers mostly in the Bb 
tonality.  The violin section plays a blistering line in octaves that is stirred on by a snare drum 
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(Kramer compares this to similar passages in Nielsen’s Fifth Symphony and Clarinet Concerto).  
As the conclusion of the work seems within reach, the brass threatens to impede progress with 
another variation (m.349).  This steers the music away from the goal key of Bb, hinting at an E 
tonic by m.361.  The 012 theme, playing its frequent role of change agent, guides the music from 
convolution back to the carefree Bb.  Kramer identifies this progression from complexity to 
simplicity as a final reminder of the paradigm that informs this symphony.  The mood is 
unequivocally happy at m.365 (the reassertion of Bb), and by m.371 Bb is further reinforced by 
sprinting strings (very similar to the coda opening).  All of the other instrumental families 
contribute to this frolicking ending.  Nielsen’s perspective on his imminent death is revealed in 
the optimism of the last sixteen measures.  The last measure is particularly revealing as the 
piccolo and clarinet shriek the tail end of the theme, the bassoons pulverize a low Bb that 
sustains under a fermata as if Nielsen is unshaken by the prospect of approaching death.  The 
absurd instrumental ranges project the equivalent of a musical smirk that is fitting for a work so 
fraught with parody.  The long awaited acceptance of the Bb tonal center is indicative of 
Nielsen’s affirmation of life even in the midst of his worsening health.  Kramer notes another 
irony in this theme and variations: this most freewheeling movement of the symphony actually 
conforms to the traditional practice of returning to the first key area (Miller, 1995).  Like the 4th 
symphony the home key may have only been revealed in the final movement.  The methods of 
concealing, and avoiding these final resting places were fairly groundbreaking for the early 
twentieth century.  Kramer identifies a certain collage technique (this technique would not 
become more prevalent until the later 20th century) to Nielsen’s juxtaposition of seemingly 
unrelated elements (e.g. second movement mixture of military topic, musical jokes, and 
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nontertiary structure).  Kramer also points out Nielsen’s special ability to present “weakness of 
thematic consistency as a formal principle.”  










































Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
Theme mm.1-29 Triads of A, D, 
A, 
B, A, G, E then 
Bb at the 
bassoon melody  
at m.13, 
wanders 





out that the 
descending 





E major and F 
major. Last two 
flute notes at 







lands on E  





Ab, A (its  
first ten bars) 
and A, B, and 
Bb (last seven 
bars). Three 
repeated notes 
pares down to 
two then back 
again. Repeated 
notes/descendin
g arpeggios are 
thematic. 






similar to the 
first movement 
in the peculiar 
metric 
placement of 
the first theme. 
This area 
doesn’t really 
set up a 
convincing 
tonal center. 
Bassoon is in 




but is not serial.  
This opening 
section sets up 
pattern of initial 
idea, 
contrasting 
idea, then initial 
idea at a 
different pitch 
level. 
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Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
Var. I mm.30-45 Ab minor by 
m.31, but then 
has E natural in 
next bar. 
012 is prevalent 
through this 




as Bb in 
Bassoon 
at m.41.  
“Adheres quite 
closely to the 




pitch is active 
Var. II mm.46-61 C major/D 
minor in Horns, 
then they 
hammer on Bb 
at m.61 


















Var. III mm.62-103 Starts in Bb 




repeated F’s  1st 
eight bars of 
theme are  
expanded to 21 
bars. 2nd violin 
enters in fugue 
like fashion at 
m.84 (a whole 
step down), but 
1st is main 
developer of 







3rd entrance (m. 
103) appears in 
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Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
Var. IV mm.104-133 Repeated note 
turns up a half-
step (B major is 
possible tonal 
center), and 
then ends in Bb 
M.123 is the 




Viola, and Bass 
condense last 5 
bars of theme 
into 2 bars. 
This variation 
features the 
struggle of 6/8 






Var. V mm.134-160 Bb, then 
Woodwinds 
protest in B 
major at m.136. 
Ab (with b7/b3) 
is then featured. 













at a group of 
alien notes 
clustered round 
A and B” 
(Simpson, 







Var. VI mm.161-229 Bb (with b7), 
but  
“reluctance to  
cadence in Bb” 
(Simpson, 
1979) The  
initial arrival of 
Bb happens at 
m.182. Another 




turns towards B  
minor from 
mm.200-203. 
B major rounds 






version of the 
theme up to this 
point. 012 
occurs in Ab, 
Bb, and A at 
mm.169-171. 
Repeated 
figures occur at 
m.186. 012 is 
heavily featured 
in mm.200-208.  
Combination of 













to occur in 
m.226. 
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Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 
Var. VII mm.230-289 Bb in Brass, but 









version of the 













g continue in 
3/8, but do not 




the texture with 
2/8 idea. “The 
variation will 
not allow a 







by the end of 
the variation. 
Var. VIII mm.290-307 Bb minor then 
Bb becomes 
dominant of Eb 
then g minor. 
Tonality settles 
into dominant 
of Bb minor at 
m.298 and 
cadencing in 







012 is featured 
throughout. 
Unison E in 
strings at m.304 
(and timpani) 
ushers in 012 
while 
glockenspiel 
plays C and F. 
Repeated note 
figuration 
returns at the 








idea that the 
adagio is not 
completely 
cloudless.  
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Section Measure Range Key Motives Notes 





percussion. It is 
a bare outline 
of the theme. 




section is on 
display here. 
Kramer likens 
this variation to 
the second 
movement. 






One example is 
the comically 
low D held by 
the Tubas. 





Brass with oboe 
support (on the 
dominant) and  
Kramer 
characterizes 
this section as a 
musical non 
sequitur. 
Coda mm.333-378 Bb (with b6 and 
b7), Focus on E 
around m. 361 
(this E tonic is 
compromised 
by Bb/C natural 
and D# trill). 
M.365 is a solid 
Bb key center. 
Kramer points 







(it returns to 
tonic). 
Unison violin 












364. A more 
carefree section 










violin recurs at 
m.371 in a solid 














as the Bassoon 
plays a fff low 
Bb. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
 Nielsen’s compositional approach is somewhat mysterious until further investigation 
reveals a systematic, yet intuitive, approach to expressing themes of pastoralism, paradox, 
existentialism, humor, and fatalism.  These main topics are outgrowths of his personal life, and 
other topics, such as the militaristic, are a result of the current events of Nielsen’s life.  It is not 
expected that a composer of his era would strictly adhere to classical genres like the symphony, 
and Nielsen is no exception to this expectation.  However, Nielsen does use these 
aforementioned themes as an organizing principle that ties a long form genre together, which 
may not be obvious at first blush. Nielsen is also fond of giving clues along the way as to what 
his final tonal destination may be.  For instance, in his 4th symphony the key of E major is 
suggested at multiple junctures, but is not confirmed until the home stretch of the last movement.  
This dramatic trajectory gives a structural integrity to his later symphonies.  Whereas this 
previous example describes progressive tonality, Nielsen also displays a progressive 
thematicism.  For example, the minor third oscillation in the Fifth Symphony becomes the evil 
theme, and then collapses into a non-pitched snare drum rhythm.  It eventually recurs at the last 
triumphant chord as an unproblematized trill.  This motive becomes transformed throughout the 
symphony as if it is a dramatic character that has travailed through a harrowing struggle, and 
emerges on the other side as a changed character.  A mixture of traditional and innovative 
analytical techniques will continue to shed light on this oft-misunderstood composer’s other 
works. 
 I learned a number of techniques during my time at LSU under the tutelage of Dr. 
Constantinides.  The second Viennese school was instructive in regards to motivic integrity, 
thematic development, and extended techniques.  These techniques were helpful in the process of 
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analyzing Nielsen.  I also applied these, in my own compositional voice, for my piece Four 
Corners.  After completing my composition I noticed some parallels with the work of Carl 
Nielsen.  His work, as well as mine, is in some measure a result of the environment in which it 
was conceived.  Nielsen’s work was surely influenced by the Danish authors and librettists he set 
his vocal music too.  His use of pastoral and modal diatonicism seem to be a result of the rural 
setting he grew up in.  Likewise, the American author’s persepective I chose to portray in my 
piece is undoubtedly a major factor in the compositional choices I made throughout the process.  
The tonal language of Lydian scales, and harmonic major 7ths is a reflection of what I feel is at 
the heart of all the American authors I included in my piece: a sense of optimism.  This optimism 
is often challenged by their own personal demons, or by critics, but the idea of hope, even in 
sometimes desperate circumstances, is a thread that is woven throughout these author’s works.  It 
was my intention to portray this in my concerto.  I experienced the same challenge as Nielsen 
though in regards to the limitations of a programmatic piece.  Nielsen denigrates the idea of mere 
imitation (e.g. orchestrating a bird call that is just mimicry) as a low form of art music.  I 
challenged myself to create a programmatic work that did not rely too heavily on extramusical 
ideas.  I did engage some musical topics (e.g. pastoral), but I hopefully used them with the same 
subtlety that Nielsen achieved in his work.  Going forward, I hope to continue to apply the 
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